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Abstract 
 
My thesis recovers, reads and contextualises a long-lost early Australian thesis on 
Virginia Woolf submitted by University of Sydney MA student Nuri Mass in 1942. 
Through its careful reading and contextualisation, my thesis aims to reveal the 
significance of the Mass thesis for both contemporary Woolf studies (early textual 
readings) and consequently for transnational modernist studies at large, also 
producing new, fine-grained insights into the 1930s Australian context for Woolf’s 
reception and Australian engagement with literary modernism. I will contend that the 
Nuri Mass thesis was written at, and fundamentally shaped by, a pivotal transition in 
the reception of Woolf’s writing, marking a shift in Woolf’s place in the literary 
modernist canon following her death, the rupture presented by world war, and the rise 
of Leavisite canon formation. Likewise my analysis of the Mass thesis sheds new 
light on academic, institutional and cultural contexts of 1930s Australian modernism. 
In addition to the Mass thesis itself, previously unexplored contextual manuscript and 
documentary materials are introduced, opening new lines of enquiry in the field of 
transnational/Australian modernism.  
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Preface 
 
Nuri Mass’s thesis on Virginia Woolf, lying in a box since 1942, must have been 
emitting some force field as a dynamic artefact. I marvel still at the connections across 
time that placed it on my path in 2006. The method I have chosen to track its first life, 
using enlarging fields of Australian and international contexts, mirrors the trajectory 
of its path back to life as a recovered text.  
 
My involvement with Virginia Woolf’s writing goes back to the 1970s feminist 
revival when I was a student then young academic in Sydney, as well as an artist and 
a serious diarist. It was influenced by my great friendship with Bessie Guthrie (née 
Mitchell, 1905-1977) who had been a small independent publisher of modernist 
writers in Sydney in the 1920s-1940s.
1
 A Woolf reader and book collector, Bessie 
shared insights about Woolf’s work as a reader of the first wave. She died in 1977 
shortly after reading the first published volume of Woolf’s Diary, so missing out on 
the new diary, letter and essay material that began to be released from that time 
onwards. Working together on activist campaigns in Sydney Women’s Liberation, we 
spent many hours discussing the intersections of art and politics, activism and 
creativity, feminism and modernism, reading A Room of One’s Own and Three 
Guineas as texts with fresh resonance for the new feminism. Virginia Woolf was a 
shared passion, and after Bessie’s death I inherited her papers and her library, adding 
over time all the new Woolf material.
2
 Her library was a treasure house of books and 
magazines from the fugitive early publishing world of Australian and UK/European 
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 Suzanne Bellamy, “Guthrie, Bessie Jean Thompson (1905-1977),” in Australian Dictionary of 
Biography, National Centre of Biography, Australian National University, 2006, 
http://www.adb.online.anu.edu.au/biogs/A140394b.htm. Article originally published in Australian 
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 Bessie Guthrie’s Papers are now in my Archive, in the National Library of Australia. 
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modernism, my first experience of bibliographic context. Bessie’s last years were 
spent in intellectual engagement with young women like myself, hungry for ancestors 
and predecessors, and in the process knocking off some of the romanticism and glitter 
with which I endowed the 1930s.  
  
At around the same time in the early 1970s I had also met writer and publisher Nuri 
Mass (1918-1994) who was part of the friendship circle of Sydney poet and publisher 
Marjorie Pizer. Having a very different sensibility to Bessie Guthrie, Nuri Mass found 
the new women’s movement and its young activists a bit wild, but was sympathetic, 
being herself an environmentalist and anti-nuclear pacifist. We shared an interest in 
literature and became friends, especially after Nuri became a brilliant osteopathic 
practitioner, guaranteeing her late celebrity among my own feminist cohort. 
Conversation, ideas and great laughter flowed while bones were being cracked.  
  
My career teaching Women’s Studies at Macquarie University (1974-1980) was built 
over the ruins of an earlier struggle at the University of Sydney, during the turbulent 
years of the anti-war movement. My love of English literature had been badly affected 
by the alienating Leavisite battles in the English Department while I was an 
undergraduate so I majored instead in History, embarking on a PhD in 1970 in the 
same year as the birth of Women’s Liberation. Having been trained in revolutionary 
theory by good historians, my heart and head were a battleground of politics and 
history, but my PhD did not survive my walking out after a fight in my fourth year 
about the invention of new terms and concepts, another casualty of the times before 
the foundation works of the new field of women’s studies. Optimistically, having had 
a wonderful formal education and private training in art practice from an early age, I 
xi 
 
imagined for myself a life as artist and researcher/writer, setting forth with utopian 
dreams and no money. A year later I was offered a tutorship in Politics at Macquarie 
University. Though teaching classes on A Room of One’s Own, Three Guineas and 
other Woolf texts, I still wanted a more independent creative life. My decision to 
leave Macquarie in 1980 was in part inspired by Woolf’s “freedom from unreal 
loyalties.” Since then I have lived as a studio artist and writer, exhibiting 
internationally, working as a guest artist in the USA, and contributing to Woolf 
scholarship through the annual International Virginia Woolf conferences since 1997.  
 
 
Radio Woolf 
 
Two years after Bessie Guthrie’s death, I had the opportunity in 1979 to write and 
present two ABC radio programmes on Virginia Woolf.
3
 At Nuri Mass’s osteopathic 
clinic and home in Summer Hill we discussed the planned programmes as I read the 
new material by Jane Marcus which revolutionised Woolf interpretation. Indeed, we 
discussed everything, including feminism, as well as Nuri’s complex ideas about 
arcane magical forces and forms, and the stories of her mother Celeste who was an 
artist and Christian Scientist, then still living with Nuri. These were always wonderful 
days for the mind and painful days for the body.  
 
One day now clearly stands out in my memory and yet was forgotten for almost three 
decades. I was lying on the leather massage table at Summer Hill with my face 
through the hole, when Nuri said that she had written a thesis on Virginia Woolf at the 
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 Suzanne Bellamy, “Virginia Woolf,” The Coming Out Show, July 1979. 2 one-hour broadcasts, 
produced by Jill Lennon.  
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University of Sydney during the Second World War. In that moment of disclosure, 
there was also a powerful tonal embargo from Nuri, not to ask anything more about it. 
I did not probe but registered the moment. Nuri’s son Chris Horwitz told me in 2011 
that his mother regarded the writing of her thesis on Woolf as the saddest time in her 
life, a lost opportunity.  
 
 
Woolf Conferences  
 
My first International Virginia Woolf Conference – Plymouth, New Hampshire, 1997 
– came with two invitations, one to exhibit and present a paper on my series of Visual 
Essays on Woolf, The Room Within, at the Plymouth University Art Gallery. The 
second was to contribute a chapter about my connections with Woolf’s work to an 
essay collection.
4
 This first engagement with the wider Woolf community was 
therefore framed around my identity as an artist who engaged with the text visually as 
well as scholarly. Over consecutive years at the annual conferences I have continued 
to develop the form I call The Visual Essay, with exhibitions in Bangor, Wales, 
London and several US venues. These explore perception theory and work with 
text/image fusion around Woolf scholarship, ideas in the ambient artistic theories of 
Bloomsbury, as well as visual textual resonances in Woolf’s writing itself. I also 
contextualised Woolf with her modernist contemporaries in a series on “Woolf and 
Stein in Conversation” (Baltimore, 2000). I also painted Lily’s painting from To the 
Lighthouse (Delaware 1999), as well as creating and performing a libretto with set 
canvas of A Sketch of the Past in Ohio in 2008. In Glasgow in 2011, as part of my 
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xiii 
 
Keynote Address, I produced a full staged Pageant accompanied by a major painting 
entitled Woolf and the Chaucer Horse, a visual exploration of Woolf as the Chaucer 
of her time, as well as of her late works and sense of prehistory. The international 
scholarly Woolf community has been the richest possible context in which to develop 
this work. 
 
 
Ruth Gruber 
 
Fate took a hand when I read about the republication of Dr Ruth Gruber’s 1932 thesis 
on Woolf written at the University of Cologne where she had been an exchange 
student. With a foreword by Jane Marcus, and contextual material including Gruber’s 
recollections of interviewing Woolf in London in 1930, this was very exciting 
material. It was some weeks later that I suddenly remembered the conversation all 
those years ago with Nuri Mass, while lying on the massage table. Maybe there was 
an Australian thesis on Woolf waiting to be rediscovered, something that would bring 
all my worlds together. Nuri Mass had died in 1994 so I contacted her daughter the 
painter Tess Horwitz and learnt that the family had given all her papers to the Mitchell 
Library in Sydney. Tess said it had all been done in efficient haste, and yes there was 
some material relating to Virginia Woolf. With a letter of permission from the family, 
I went to the Mitchell Library to explore the uncatalogued boxes, feeling tense and 
excited. There were ten boxes of dense material but after many hours I found the 
bound copy of her MA Hons thesis, running to 180,000 words, as well as letters from 
Leonard Woolf, scrapbooks and notebooks, a diary of sorts, material even the family 
had not read. I was not sure of the intrinsic value of what I had found, how did one 
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approach something like this? I was fortunate in being able to consult someone I knew 
would have a sensible view on the matter, my tutor from earlier times in English, now 
Professor of Australian Literature, Elizabeth Webby. After a couple of lunches and 
some serious discussion, she suggested this possible path of research, for which I am 
greatly indebted. My initial exploratory conference paper on the Nuri Mass thesis, 
given at the IVWS conference in Birmingham UK 2007, was most fortuitously the 
same year that Ruth Gruber presented her first address about her republished thesis on 
Woolf, as the honoured guest of the conference. It seemed to signal that early readings 
and textual scholarship were of renewed interest to scholars of Woolf and modernism. 
In subsequent years I visited Ruth Gruber twice in her New York apartment and 
talked with her about her thesis and about Nuri Mass, very deeply moving experiences 
for me.  
 
It seemed like a path with a spiral core, back at Sydney University working towards a 
PhD, in the same department where Nuri did her thesis, making links with the lost 
work of women who had greatly influenced me and my ideas, bringing as Woolf 
herself said “all the severed parts together.” As in the ending of Woolf’s last novel 
Between the Acts, “the curtain rose…” upon an expanded historiography. 
 
1 
 
Introduction 
 
The impetus for this thesis began with the recovery in 2008 of an award-winning 
180,000-word Master of Arts thesis on Virginia Woolf completed in 1942 by young 
University of Sydney scholar and later well-known Australian author Nuri Mass, as 
outlined in my Preface. Through careful reading and contextualisation, my aim is to 
reveal the significance of the Mass thesis for both the field of contemporary Woolf 
studies, particularly in relation to the earliest textual readings of Woolf’s writings, and 
for transnational modernist studies at large. At the same time, my thesis provides new 
insights into, and helps to nuance, our understanding of the 1930s-Australian context 
for Woolf’s reception as part of the larger context of Australian engagement with 
literary modernism.  
 
Nuri Mass’s thesis, as I will show, was written at, and fundamentally shaped by, a 
pivotal transition in the reception of Woolf’s writing, marking a shift in Woolf’s place 
in the literary modernist canon following her death, the rupture presented by world 
war, and the rise of Leavisite canon formation. Analysis of the Mass thesis also sheds 
new light on the academic, institutional and cultural contexts of 1930s Australian 
modernism. In addition to the Mass thesis itself, previously unexplored contextual 
manuscript and documentary materials are introduced that both contextualise her 
work and frame new lines of enquiry relevant for the fields of both Australian and 
transnational modernist studies.  
 
Opening up a connective network of documents and new research directions about 
both Woolf and Mass, my study draws the two women into a relationship across time, 
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geography and text. In order to establish provenance of the text, as a material artefact, 
I chose a process of contextualising and exploration I am calling “textual 
archaeology.” The phrase textual archaeology is one that I have deliberately 
appropriated from archaeological studies and redeployed in my thesis as both a 
metaphor to describe, and tool to enable, the full contextualisation of the Nuri Mass 
thesis as both artefact and scholarly intervention.
1
 It involves revisiting a particular 
moment and set of contexts, and the combining of standard scholarly analysis and 
reading with historiographic perspectives. In combining the terms “textual” and 
“archaeological,” I am defining the core document itself as a material object produced 
at a specific period, one that has been recovered as the result of an artefact search. By 
establishing the authenticity, content and production of the thesis, it has been possible 
to make comparisons with similar material of its period, to further detail the 
circumstances of its original lost status, and to enable it to expand with a new set of 
meanings.  
 
My thesis works with and across various layers and strata of meanings, forging 
multiple associations, and building an awareness of an ever-widening set of themes 
relevant to new directions in modernist studies, Australian studies and Woolf 
scholarship, while remaining mindful of the need to bring these disparate parts into 
alignment. Establishing provenance requires an account of discovery, content, 
authorship and fate. Drawing on Bill Brown’s approach to material artefacts, 
underpinning the archaeological trope, I approach the Mass thesis as a material 
artefact which becomes porous even as it holds “thingness,” as contexts dissolve its 
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3 
 
solidity, being made up of other things.
2
 Brown discusses how display of a found 
object takes it out of its milieu, expanding the cultural space, a form of museology of 
the text.
3
 The Nuri Mass thesis is both a solid object and breaks apart, generating 
multiple associations. It possesses a first life, a second life and an after-life, reflecting 
and producing various layers of meaning.  
 
A recovered text has its moment. Reception studies and new modernist frameworks 
support an expansion of research on Woolf outside European centres, just as 
Australian studies opens to international and transnational contexts. Recent debates in 
literary criticism remain usefully questioning and unsettled about context and 
historicising methods, with some scholars arguing that the text’s deeper interior 
meanings have been lost in the process of contextualising, articulating a need to “free 
up literary studies to embrace a wider range of affective styles and modes of 
engagement.”4 Mindful of this concern, my method is strengthened by both 
contextualising and exposing the drama of content, as the Mass thesis reveals a 
combination of rigour and affective emotional display, a disciplined analysis 
combined with youthful opinion and emotional reaction to its dramatic circumstances. 
Nuri Mass, as both the text’s source and the narrative’s subject, performs a singular 
act of reading, rigorous and defined by her education but also a direct genuine 
encounter with Virginia Woolf’s writing, rewarding biographical, narrative and 
critical textual methods.  
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 Bill Brown, “The Secret Life of Things (Virginia Woolf and the Matter of Modernism),” 
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 Rita Felski, The Limits of Critique (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2015); Joseph North, 
Literary Criticism: A Concise Political History (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2017); 
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Reframing texts and engaging new sources is at the heart of the work of historicising 
modernism. Matthew Feldman and Erik Tonning, as General Editors of the series 
titled Historicizing Modernism, set clear goals and territory: a focus on the period 
between 1900 and 1945, as well as on archival research and the integration of new 
sources. They stress interest in the later interwar period and its mood shifts, “mapping 
… interrelated historical milieus … to establish broader intellectual genealogies of 
Modernist writing.”5 These themes relate well to my study, as I draw on new archival 
material illuminating a little-studied period of modernist reception in Australia 
through one unknown text.  
 
There is a central narrative that creates the key context and that links Mass and Woolf 
at the heart of the story, affecting the textual outcomes of the thesis itself and Nuri 
Mass’s own life and career choices. Woolf’s death in 1941 transforms Nuri Mass’s 
experience of writing her thesis, precipitating a time of emotional reaction and 
rethinking. Woolf’s life ends in suicide, her reputation altered by the nature of her 
death, as death redefines her legacy. Nuri Mass’s study is suddenly changed by the 
death of her subject and the shock of reading about this in a Sydney newspaper, as 
war redefines scholarship and choices. It is a poignant change moment, an 
interruption to the order of things. The writing is over, the biography barely known, 
and the critical shift begins. The aura of the writer, the aura of the thesis, the war, all 
intermingle with the cultural values of the country and the influence of modernist 
writing outside Britain.  
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My interrogation of the Mass thesis negotiates different understandings and worlds of 
literary modernism – in Britain and in Australia, then and now. Viewed as an early 
encounter of a modernist woman writer (Woolf) with Australian academia, its 
recovery also acts as a lens that allows us to see things differently, recasting recent 
questions about changed critical attitudes and scholarly directions in the aftermath of 
war. Woolf’s writings were not taken up by the university after that time, despite the 
expansion of women’s education in the period. The timely last-minute inclusion of 
Woolf’s posthumously published novel Between the Acts gave the Mass thesis a 
formal scope and closure as a pioneering study of the full body of work, and thus a 
greater significance than it otherwise might have had, allowing its study to open new 
areas of enquiry.  
  
A recovered intellectual artefact from 1942 has both its own particular status and 
context, and changes in its meanings over time. Success or visibility in its own time 
can be relative and short-lived, its long-term value changing with the nature of new 
enquiry and historical preoccupations. It is the fate of the Mass thesis that early 
textual readings of Woolf have now become a renewed focus of scholarly inquiry in 
the field of Woolf studies, giving new impetus to the task of historicising and 
contextualising modernist texts. There are multiple reasons why a text might founder 
in its own time, failing to find creative resonance or opportunities in cultures outside 
its boundaries. The Mass thesis missed its moment, found no resonance in its own 
time, but expands into new space now, a theme explored in this study.  
 
Woolf scholar Jane Goldman reminds us of the change now operating in modernist 
studies, dealing with “a period whose dates are always under critical negotiation. 
6 
 
Since the ‘historical turn’ in literary studies, there is a growing interest in the stakes of 
historicizing modernist texts. Modernity and the Modern refer to eras and to modes of 
inhabiting a perpetual present.”6 In that light, my research has relevance for Woolf 
studies, Australian studies, modernist studies, early textual scholarship, and reception 
studies.  
 
Such theorists in the new modernist studies as Douglas Mao and Rebecca L. 
Walkowitz identify themes and expansion in the field that have assisted my study of 
the Mass thesis.
7
 They emphasise attention to texts produced outside Europe and USA 
– for example, in Asia and Australia – with scholarly enquiry extended to matters of 
production, dissemination, reception. For Mao and Walkowitz, a text or author can be 
important in more than one moment and place, drawing attention to transnational 
traffic exchange as part of the “transnational turn,” to the way that scholarship 
“widens the modernist archive,” and situates “modernist artefacts in a broader 
transnational past.” New modernist theory also considers how early twentieth-century 
texts circulated in the world, in order to “study circulation and consumption in the 
global marketplace.”8 My own study has greatly benefitted from these enquiries and 
theoretical frames, finding that the Mass thesis fitted these many categories of 
interest, as an exploration of a period in early Australian modernism and its 
transnational traffic and circuits under new focus.  
  
The period surrounding the writing of the Mass thesis, from the late 1930s until the 
end of the war in 1945, is also explored by historians and literary theorists as a textual 
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turning point of historic dimensions. Marina MacKay regards the war years, between 
1939 and 1945, as a transitional period for the study of texts, shifting from a focus on 
the act of writing to a more formal institutionalised canon in concert with, or resulting 
from, a reconfigured modernist engagement with political responsibility.
9
 By the 
1930s, more specialised academic discourses and practices had arisen to challenge the 
older generalist or “liberal arts” educational model.10 While slower to manifest in 
Australia, these changes were nonetheless underway, as we will see from my 
discussion of the University of Sydney English Department in chapter 4. The 
experience for the young Nuri Mass writing her thesis on Woolf exactly captures and 
gives voice to this process, as she moves from research on a living author as subject to 
a dead writer and complete body of work. This affects the writer and the writing, 
resulting in an emotional and intellectual impact on Mass, who at the time of Woolf’s 
death had written the bulk of her thesis but was still able to undertake some significant 
late revisions. The weight given to the news of the death by suicide of her subject, in 
microcosm, illuminates also the impact of Woolf’s death on the formation of her later 
critical legacy. The wartime context for the writing of the Mass thesis cannot be 
underestimated in its provenance, including the importance of student life under the 
privations of wartime and the changing values of Australian national culture as a 
result of the war. MacKay identifies that moment when imperial British culture ends 
and post-colonial perspectives and cultures begin to be asserted, a time also shared by 
Nuri Mass as an immigrant writer. The war experience in urban Sydney differs greatly 
from the war in England, but Woolf’s death suddenly breaks into that space, the shock 
felt in the thesis itself. How this changes Mass’s study, and her consciousness, all are 
significant themes of my study.  
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My recovery of the thesis document itself afforded a new lens through which to 
apprehend multiple connections, including the important realisation that little research 
had been done on Woolf in the Australian context beyond a reference to the impact of 
A Room Of One’s Own on women’s writing.11 The Mass archive itself contained 
previously unexplored documents, aside from the thesis itself, including unpublished 
autobiographical manuscripts, scrapbooks, and correspondence from Leonard Woolf 
(1942). Other significant new material surfaced, including Leonard Woolf’s never 
before listed 1942 article in Southerly, where he quotes from Woolf’s Diary for the 
first time after her death and well before The Writers Diary (1953). Other significant 
finds included a published booklet on Woolf by Sydney academic Margot Hentze 
(1934), and two never-reprinted essays on Woolf by the important literary critic Nettie 
Palmer in non-syndicated newspapers (1928 and 1929). Other important and 
surprising comparative discoveries included the 1930 thesis on Woolf by graduate 
student Elizabeth McKee Eddy from the University of Chicago, which to my 
knowledge has never before been referenced, nor the Woolf connection with her 
teacher Professor Edith Rickert, with her use of pre-computer encryption and 
decoding theory on Woolf’s modernist sentences, greatly enhancing my search for 
other early readings.  
 
Combining textual analysis with the more personal narrative of Nuri Mass’s life and 
career proved a challenging driver in refining the scope and approach of this thesis. 
Nuri Mass’s biographical story is not the central theme of my thesis, but the Mass 
narrative is woven through every chapter because her choices affect all points as we 
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 Drusilla Modjeska, Exiles at Home: Australian Women Writers 1925-1945 (Sydney: Sirius, Angus 
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encounter her from her earliest experiences. My initial research involved exploration 
of provenance, author, and context, but also drew me to consider the way these 
refracted the larger story of literary modernism and its transnational traffic as these 
have been newly understood in the fields of new modernist and transnational literary 
studies. Critical language changed as I proceeded over time, and reception theory 
morphed in alignment with new modernism studies. Interest in early textual readings 
of Woolf continued, along with publishing and distribution patterns, critiques of 
centre and periphery, followed by questioning of influence processes and elitist 
modernist models. These changing approaches in these fields of research required the 
reframing of the original Mass discovery and recovery in new terms, justifying the 
deployment “textual archaeology” as both conceptual framework and process for 
apprehending various contextual layers – for apprehending the way layers speak to 
other layers – and for fitting other, seemingly random discoveries, into larger patterns.  
 
The Mass thesis was researched and written early in the period when the status of 
English in universities was under scrutiny, and when theories of close reading, 
understanding context and forming canons were impacting on modernist studies and 
its position, including the importance of women writers such as Woolf. The very 
teaching method of English literature within the academy was therefore important to 
consider in my study, particularly since Australian universities were influenced by 
traditional English university protocols, and increasingly came under the influence of 
F. R. Leavis’s attacks on Bloomsbury, with moves to create a canon based exclusively 
on approved English texts. Though it falls largely outside the scope of my study, it is 
nonetheless important to note that the early effect of this shift was felt through 
Leavis’s journal Scrutiny, which was read in the Sydney English Department, 
10 
 
including the longer term influence of Leavis’s anti-Bloomsbury position, which 
impacted on Virginia Woolf as a subject of study in the years after 1942. 
 
My principle aim in the thesis, then, is to expand an aspect of the historiography of 
Woolf studies by examining Australian modernism’s connection with international 
modernist studies through the lens of Woolf in Australia, and to do so through my 
reading of the Nuri Mass thesis as a scholarly student text. In fusing the story of the 
young Nuri Mass with an interrogation of her text, I hope to assert both the status and 
value of such early readings, as well as gauging the meaning of an early Woolf study 
for the career and life of an Australian writer. Recent modernist studies seek to return 
modernist texts to the complex worlds from which they emerged. The Mass thesis 
functions in this way as a forgotten text, abandoned in 1942 despite its acknowledged 
quality, left unedited and unpublished because of events in the writer’s life and 
wartime restrictions. In setting up a resonant field of encounters between the two time 
zones, two moments, two geographies, I use the guiding theme of “textual 
archaeology” as a layered uncovering of the lost artefact. The narrative moves through 
Mass’s lived experience of the thesis writing, a point of focus being her early 
resistance and preconceptions. As she falls under the spell of Woolf’s novels, and 
develops an original analysis based around Woolf’s own essays on writing and the 
modern novel, life intervenes. Her thesis undergoes a twist at its core which is clearly 
evident in the writing, fascinating in its contradictions, unresolved and reinforced by 
the premature judgments of her supervisor and by obituaries and other texts written in 
the immediate wake of Woolf’s death.  
 
11 
 
A secondary objective of my thesis is the rehabilitation of Mass’s thesis as a fine 
piece of research in complex times, thus paying homage to a short period of 
experimental and exploratory modernist work taking place in Australia, far from the 
recognised centres of international modernism. In changing the trajectory, through 
combining Woolf and Australian material, new stories and come to the surface.  
 
My method of approach reflects the thematic diversity of the study, with narrative and 
textual threads, geographic differences, and shifting time frames. Centring on a fine 
reading of the Mass thesis (chapter 5) as textual scholarship, my study contextualises 
and historicises related documents, using background biographical material 
incorporated where relevant to link Mass’s life details with ideas she brings to the 
thesis. The scholarship of the period, and recent studies of reception theory in 
modernist studies establish the status of the thesis as artefact, using both traditional 
textual scholarship (Greetham
12) and the more recent inclusive concept of the “grey 
canon,” which originated in Beckett scholarship.13 The grey canon refers to letters, 
notebooks, manuscripts, peripheral secondary material which then interacts with the 
white or traditional canon, and can include academic manuscripts, including theses, 
with the establishment of context and historical significance, or as fugitive or lost 
material. Nuri Mass left her 180,000-word thesis, as well as a large and useful body of 
archival material, two versions of an unpublished memoir, plus diary notes and large 
scrapbooks, other material related to her own published works, illustrations and 
drawings, notes, and diaries related to the setting up of her printing press and 
publishing company.  
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The status and quality of an unpublished scholarly dissertation, as well as its timing, 
need to be examined rather than assumed. Had Nuri Mass’s thesis undergone editing 
and been published it would have attained a quite different status as a material object.  
As it stands, it is a long complex document reflective of her status as a student, her 
relationship with her teachers, her relationship with research materials and her subject 
matter. I have examined her available sources, her bibliography, how that material 
was accessed and used. The tripartite structure of her thesis, the thematic organisation 
and development of the critical arguments give evidence of her methodological 
training and some idea of her originality. Her way of contextualising Woolf within 
modernism reflects the limited perspectives of the period, including those of her 
teachers, as Woolf was a known, even famous, but not yet canonised writer.  
 
Recent methodological developments by Carrie Smith, Lisa Stead and Wim Van 
Mierlo have given added meanings to my study, through their exploration of new 
approaches and language for textual scholarship, authorial legacies, including their 
use of such concepts as “the original,”, the “added value,” and the “human story,” 
underlying the manuscript’s life, applicable to the contextualising of the Mass thesis.14 
My thesis fits this model, as a textual, bibliographic and historiographic study, a 
critical retrieval/re-examination of a text positioned at the change point in Woolf 
studies as well as the beginnings of Australian modernism. Its ability also to tell a 
good story adds another layer of exploration, a focus on Nuri Mass intellectually 
encountering the modernist writer Virginia Woolf during the Second World War in a 
colonial Australian university, grappling with her possible future career choices as a 
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writer or academic. The drama is set in a university department in the grip of critical 
shifts in method, complex ideological relations with British traditions and university 
practices, and divisions with the established literary and publishing community as 
well as the transnational networks of Bloomsbury.  
 
As a result of the republication of the Ruth Gruber thesis on Woolf, I was able to 
place the Mass thesis in a new and wider comparative context, tracking dissertations 
by three young women university students from outside Britain: Elizabeth McKee 
Eddy in Chicago in 1930, Ruth Gruber in Cologne in 1932, and Deborah Newton in 
Melbourne in 1944. These comparisons with Mass’s thesis added dimensions of 
gender, youth, place and different teaching approaches, as well as illuminating 
biographical contexts, and a widening international frame of reference. In addition, 
the Gruber republication has added valuable new contextual material, establishing a 
model for investigating early readings including Mass.  
 
The eight chapters of this thesis organise its materials into three main parts that move 
between time, space and contexts. The first four chapters establish and elucidate each 
of the key contexts that informed the writing of the thesis by Mass. My analysis of the 
Mass thesis itself is concentrated in chapter 5. The third part of the thesis, constituted 
by chapters 6 and 7, discuss the aftermath of the thesis and develop a brief 
comparison with several other early studies of Woolf.  
 
Chapter 1 canvases Woolf’s reception in British and American contexts before 
crossing to the Australian context of reception in chapter 2. In chapter 1, “Early 
Critical Reception of Virginia Woolf,” I consider the critical texts accessed by Nuri 
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Mass: writers including Edwin Muir, David Daiches, Winifred Holtby and E. M. 
Forster, as well as the earliest available magazine and periodical material on Woolf, 
mainly coming from the USA, in The Bookman, The Atlantic Monthly, The New 
Republic, Forum, The Yale Review. The pattern of positive reception of Woolf’s work 
shifted after the early 1930s with the influence of the New Criticism, the role of F. R. 
and Q. D. Leavis and the journal Scrutiny in both the UK and Australian academic 
institutions. The chapter charts developmental phases pre- and post-death, and the 
impact of changing literary criticism. It has been almost thirty years since the last 
major bibliographical study of Virginia Woolf’s critical context with Eleanor 
McNees’s Virginia Woolf: Critical Assessments in 1994. Though extensive and of 
great assistance, McNees did not cover academic theses, and was limited in space for 
the earliest critical readings. My research into early critical reception of Woolf and 
modernist ideas and methods has uncovered texts not previously studied in the context 
of Woolf studies, allowing me to outline patterns of influence, British and North 
American divergences of approach and reading.  
 
Chapter 2, “Woolf in Australia,” examines Woolf’s critical reception in Australia 
from the 1920s through to late 1940s, accessing mainstream press material, reviews 
and commentary, including debates on international influence and colonial 
independence, with special focus on colonial sales of Woolf’s books through the 
Hogarth Press. Differences of engagement between creative writers and academics 
emerge, reflected in an early university publication by Margot Hentze and in articles 
by critic Nettie Palmer and others. Campus life, politics and debate about literary 
criticism are covered through university magazines, University records, Faculty of 
Arts material and a focus on teachers in the English Department during Mass’s 
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undergraduate years. Where diary and letter material allowed, I have also here 
considered some Australian women writers of the period who read Woolf, as a way to 
assess the impact of her feminism, her essays and her experimental writing.  
 
In chapters 3 and 4, attention shifts to the particular biographical, cultural and 
institutional contexts impacting upon Mass and her thesis. By way of placing Mass on 
the path towards writing her thesis, chapter 3, “The Making of a Young Writer,” 
outlines her early years and student life, her atypical background as a child of 
immigrants, a childhood marked by years in Argentina, an alien, surreal and isolated 
period of her young life, involving intense schooling, exposure to trauma, adventure, 
fantasy and her mother’s breakdown. Regarded as a multicultural writer, the 
background and circumstances leading to the writing of her thesis on Virginia Woolf 
1942 shape her life as a student, and the critical tools she brings to her study. Her 
passion to be a writer, guided by mentor Walter Cousins and their great 
correspondence, leads to later difficult choices about career. Campus and 
Departmental politics and practice form a background, building on the previous 
chapter. Publishing house Angus & Robertson of Sydney had uneasy relations with 
academia, while new journal Southerly allowed a new discourse to develop. Young 
women students like Mass faced choices between academia or a career in publishing 
and writing. The implications for modernist culture and ideas were significant. 
 
Chapter 4, “The University Way,” outlines the graduate circumstances and writing of 
the Mass thesis, the role of her teachers at the University of Sydney, Professor 
Waldock, and supervisor Guy Howarth, from whom the idea of studying Woolf 
sprang. Nuri Mass at that moment in her young life reflects some of the issues relating 
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to women’s education in the period of the later 1930s, studying but with a passion for 
writing, having already produced some unpublished novels in her teens, and 
publishing a children’s book, wanting to be a part of the new period of Australian 
literary expansion. Woolf’s death brings on a crisis but also occasions the opening of 
contact with Leonard Woolf, asking him for any further texts after accessing Between 
the Acts. The chapter also considers some of the university women’s novels of the 
period, including two by Mass, indicating the ways education was shaping choices for 
women, the new pressures and gendered landscape. Mass’s diary and scrapbook 
material assist greatly in piecing together not only the background to the writing of 
her thesis, but her changing life circumstances, and some of her later life reflections 
on this period.  
 
Chapter 5, “The Nuri Mass Thesis: A Reading,” brings us to a close encounter with 
the thesis itself, its key features, continuities and developmental phases. Vastly longer 
than was expected, at 180,000 words, the thesis is something of a tour de force. My 
analysis will attend to its governing concepts and approaches, its structure, its manner 
of reading Woolf, and its considerable innovation and independence as an early 
reading. It will show how Nuri Mass sought to differentiate Woolf from the male 
modernists, casting her in the role of a spiritually restorative writer. Using Woolf’s 
essays as a critical tool, Mass created a tripartite structure, giving particular attention 
to Woolf’s “philosophy” and providing a wealth of information about the sources of 
the modernist experiment with creative texts, and the impact of such forms of 
modernity as cinema, jazz, abstraction, the new psychology, and the notion of 
synaesthesia. We will see how Mass attempts to establish comparisons with, Joyce, 
Lawrence, Huxley and Proust, and how she sees Woolf as providing a counterpoint to 
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cynicism and loss of hope in a new world. Mass’s own family had a variety of 
intellectual interests, including her mother’s Christian Science and interest in 
mysticism, and this informs the innovative reading of the texts.  
 
We will also see how the limited availability of secondary material allowed Mass both 
freedom and some enticement to consider the possibility of recognising the 
autobiographical material embedded in Woolf’s core texts, albeit with limited success. 
Mass took seriously Woolf’s comment in the introduction to Orlando, written perhaps 
satirically, that all writers put themselves into their work regardless of intent. We will 
also observe how youthful intellectual arrogance may have led Mass to elide the 
distance between Woolf the narrator and Woolf the author. There is something of a 
conflict in her thesis between grasp of character and speculative psychology, a rich 
field of knowledge in a period when modernist texts broke the boundaries and tools 
available to critical research. The modernist experiment of which Woolf was a central 
part impacted critical method at its heart, as this thesis explores. Woolf’s death 
changes the unities of the thesis, a major theme of this chapter.  
 
Chapter 6, “Completion and After Life,” follows Mass after the assessment of her 
thesis. With her articles written, choices are made about future directions, leaving the 
university to become a trainee editor. Leonard’s intervention in a literary controversy 
in the pages of Southerly, the English Department’s magazine, forms a most 
significant feature of this chapter, with his disclosure of information about Virginia 
Woolf’s health, and a quote from her Diary. Mass’s own correspondence with 
Leonard Woolf had continued, his reply filled with possibility for her thesis, but 
founders. The experience of Woolf’s death had affected Nuri’s ability to rewrite the 
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thesis as suggested by Leonard Woolf. Everything had changed at that moment, as it 
did more generally in the public judgement. The thesis had passed through a zone of 
shock, a contextual upheaval, and a change of direction, all thousands of miles away 
from Woolf’s world. The chapter concludes with some coverage of Mass’s later life 
and projects, her reviews and writings on women, buying a printing press, 
demonstrating a continuity of influence on her life by her encounter with Woolf.  
 
Chapter 7, “Early Student Readings of Woolf: A New Historiography,” moves the 
Mass thesis as artefact into a different set of relations, with three other young women 
scholars independently embarking upon original academic theses about Virginia 
Woolf between 1930 and 1944. In each case their approach reflects their supervision 
and the literary critical methods of their times and institutions. The works each carry a 
fresh feeling of originality, encountering a modernist woman writer whose work and 
ideas spoke challengingly to their circumstances as women seeking an education in a 
politicised environment. Gender and youth carried the added feature of 
exceptionalism as women entering academe in the early modernist period, something 
Woolf herself addressed in her own writings. There are significant differences in 
approach, and yet also a great resonance reflected in the very boldness of each 
experiment. The very originality of these early readings further emphasises Woolf’s 
own expressed views on the work of readers to creatively engage in texts, to explore 
with freedom and without rules. The subsequent period from the later 1940s had 
placed a far greater emphasis on standardisation, rules for reading and critical ranking, 
making these earlier studies anomalous to some degree. In concluding with this wider 
frame of comparison, my own study comes full circle, recovering and exploring a 
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time when engagement with Woolf’s work was less restrictive for these young women 
scholars.  
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Chapter 1 
Early Critical Reception of Virginia Woolf 
 
The events surrounding writers’ deaths impact on their critical reception in multiple 
ways. After obituaries settle and praise subsides, scrutiny and exploration by scholars 
and readers can begin to create new perspectives. This phase can end quickly or go on 
in waves for decades, changing with the fortunes and fashions of intellectual enquiry 
and discovery. Woolf’s death was followed by publication by the Hogarth Press of a 
late novel and carefully edited collections of diary material, short stories and essays. 
Over time, further editions of letters and diaries have been published, with Woolf now 
having a global reputation and assured critical legacy.
1
  
 
A unique quality of the Nuri Mass thesis on Virginia Woolf is its positioning at a time 
of radically altered perspectives about Woolf’s status and reception. Mass submitted 
her MA thesis shortly after Virginia Woolf’s suicide in 1941; while the initial impact 
of Woolf’s death was overshadowed by the wartime context, a change in assessment 
of her work had begun. This was driven by hostile literary critics, press speculations, 
images of madness, fragility, and failed textual experiments, resulting in a diminished 
view of Woolf’s significance as a feminist and major influence in modernist literature. 
Patterns of reception since then have varied, though the vast collection of new texts 
released since Woolf’s death have enhanced and expanded scholarship as well as her 
reputation. In this chapter, I focus on Woolf’s positioning in twentieth-century 
literature from the earliest critical responses up to the 1940s in order to set a frame of 
reference for the originality and value of the Mass thesis, as well as a context for the 
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student theses by Elizabeth Eddy, Ruth Gruber and Deborah Newton, discussed in 
chapter 7. I focus mainly on the work of significant writers and critics accessed by 
Nuri Mass, noting positive and adverse phases, as well as on some more recent 
bibliographic studies that have reintroduced contextual material and expanded the 
possibilities for enquiry 
  
Early twentieth-century literature provoked “a deluge of reviewing” according to 
Henry James, with creative writing accompanied by ideas about writers and writing in 
the expanded world of magazines and periodicals.
2
 Academic critics were slower to 
respond, still largely following older aesthetic, historical-philological, biographical 
and textual approaches. Creative writing during the modernist period, from the Great 
War to the 1950s, was paralleled by big changes in the forms, theories and practice of 
literary criticism. Critical ideas about structure, texture and language came up against 
forms of experimental practice that resisted categorisation and control. Virginia Woolf 
was intensely present on all these fronts, as novelist, essayist, publisher, critic, 
activist, theorist, feminist, as well as occasionally becoming the subject of academic 
study.  
 
The methodology of my study has been to place the Mass thesis into this wider set of 
relationships, as a form of expanded textual archaeology. By placing a text inside a 
grid of responses, interactive themes emerge and produce useful new insights.
3
 The 
gains can be many, with changing meanings, synchronicities and paradoxes. There 
can be unlikely collisions, whole new geographies of influence as reception stories 
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expand into new places, are given a textual afterlife through new insights and new 
material.  
 
 
Changing Approaches to Reading in Context 
 
In the period just after Woolf’s death, when New Criticism was gaining an influence 
in British universities, contextualising as a method was itself contested, including 
criticism of biographical approaches. These are some of the issues that form the basis 
for this chapter’s exploration of Woolf’s changing reception before and after her 
death.
4
 The pattern is uneven across institutions, countries and individuals, limiting 
the degree to which changes can be seen as definitive. Virginia Woolf was herself 
sceptical of our ability to reconstruct context for a text, suggesting that, once we 
needed an historian to explain it, what we had was “collector’s literature,” which 
related to her ideas on the writing of biography, a theme of the Mass thesis itself.
5
  
 
Historicising and contextualising have been reinvigorated as theoretical approaches in 
recent modernist research, so it is possible to bring the text into dynamic new 
relationships with patterns of reception.
6
 The discovery of early readings of Woolf’s 
work adds an expanded base of documents, allowing new insights into first 
encounters.
7
 Nuri Mass’s thesis on Woolf, can now been incorporated into the new 
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Gray Canon of related textual material about Woolf as part of the material culture of 
modernist studies.
8
  
 
Cultural theorist Stuart Hall’s work on textual analysis and reader response, the text’s 
meaning in context, is credited with opening up the study of reputation. Reader 
response and the afterlife of the output of a great writer gained new ground in the later 
1960s.
9
 Woolf studies benefitted from this change, since theoretical freedom to look 
for new perspectives coincided with the publication of a mass of new material on 
which to track the critical and reviewing life of texts, and the biographical context of 
their appearance. The Mass thesis as an early reading provides a contrast to this 
critical period from the 1960s on. Even with little biographical and contextual 
material, Nuri Mass felt able to create a narrative structure for her thesis, in which she 
tentatively speculated upon Woolf’s life from the content of her fiction, extracting a 
set of values and a “philosophy.” Across the changing scholarly and political 
approaches since her death, Virginia Woolf’s writings seem to have found their way 
into major debates even when being dismissed, her genre-crossing tapping the 
powerful disruptive force of modernism itself.
10
  
 
Woolf scholar Michael Whitworth has explored the deeply-embedded process of 
contextualising in relation to Woolf criticism and the still unresolved methodological 
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questions around reading in context.
11
 “With what materials do we historicize?”12 The 
base for my own approach has been “the recognition that something has been lost, the 
text needs to be returned to its context in order to become intelligible.”13 Early critics 
of Woolf established context by drawing on their own times or themes: the current 
monarch, the political atmosphere, maps of London, war, lost generations, modernity, 
family lineage, Bloomsbury as a social milieu or intellectual outlook, some hankering 
after “large patterns in the universe.”14 Some of these ideas and contexts were 
accessible to Mass, but she inhabited a very different space as a young Australian 
encountering modernist literature for the first time. Not only her context but her 
questions would be different despite the colonial educational ambience, as explored in 
later chapters. In the case of Mass, I chose to use, as my contexts, her early life 
experiences, education and influences, accessed through the language and structure of 
Mass’s early writings and scrapbooks, memoirs, published writings, and the 
thoughtful way she approached Woolf’s work. There were occasional unexpected 
resonances across the lives of Woolf and Mass, such as their connections to Spain. In 
an echo of Mrs Dalloway’s synchronous events, people who never meet can also be in 
connection.  
 
In the wider context of modernist theory, Woolf scholar Jane Goldman has considered 
the problems of modernism’s material history as applied to a period whose dates are 
always “under critical negotiation.” 15 While the Mass thesis falls within the 
modernist time frame of late 1930s and early 1940s, its claim to current relevance 
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requires recognition that early scholarly readings made before the wealth of archival 
material now available allow access to a unique moment. I am arguing for the critical 
status of a manuscript offering a view of Woolf no longer possible for scholars, a 
fugitive view produced with rigour at the end of Woolf’s life but based almost entirely 
on her published texts. Goldman’s advocacy of materialist archival criticism helps to 
give the Mass thesis a place in manuscript and reception research.  
  
Since the “historical turn” in literary studies, there is a growing interest in the 
stakes of historicizing modernist texts. Modernity and the Modern refer to eras 
and to modes of inhabiting a perpetual present. As recent contextualizing and 
historicizing criticism recognises, such an agenda requires sophisticated 
methodologies. To historicize and contextualize such aesthetics is no simple 
matter. Recent returns to theory and (new) aestheticism would be 
impoverished by ignoring the fruits of historical, materialist, and archival 
criticism.
16
  
 
New archival research from Woolf scholar Anna Snaith highlights the significance of 
this historical turn; she asks “how do new understandings of Woolf affect where we 
look for her politics, both within and without her oeuvre?”17 Her uncovering of 
previously unexamined material, including unpublished Woolf letters, readers’ 
responses, files of letters related to campaigns, all documenting Woolf’s “preferred 
form of resistance: the text,” has led Snaith to develop new methodological 
approaches of incorporation. 
                                                          
 
16
 Jane Goldman, “Avant-garde,” 225. 
 
17
 Anna Snaith, “‘Stray Guineas’: Virginia Woolf and the Fawcett Library,” Literature and History 
12.2 (2003): 16-35; see also Anna Snaith, “Wide Circles: The Three Guineas Letters,” Woolf  
Studies Annual 6 (2000): 1-82; and Anna Snaith, Virginia Woolf: Public and Private Negotiations, 
(Basingstoke: Macmillan 2000).  
27 
 
 
These material issues also relate to the connections between Woolf’s various forms of 
writing, something which impacted on Mass’s work. From her earliest published 
essays and reviews, Woolf’s critical writings were given similar status to her fiction, 
in the context of the emergence of new forms of writing. This creative/critical mixture 
complicated Woolf’s literary reception. While contemporaries E. M. Forster and T. S. 
Eliot also wrote criticism, Woolf in particular worked across multiple genres, 
consciously determined to invent new forms of writing which actually crossed genre 
boundaries. Her textual innovations, which demanded much from readers and 
reviewers, were published more frequently in US journals where critical responses to 
Woolf seemed more open to innovative and experimental work, and were less 
judgemental around issues of gender and politics.
18
 Nuri Mass’s access to essays and 
critical materials on Woolf was also largely through US journals available in the 
university English department or through friends.
19
 Arguably, the regeneration of 
Woolf scholarship in the 1970s, originating from the USA, had been preceded by 
greater recognition there of her innovative work while she was still alive. Towards the 
end of her life Woolf herself wrote about new American writing as the way forward 
for fiction; in the reception of Woolf’s work there were always critical differences 
across cultures.
20
 
 
From the publication of her first novel in 1915, Virginia Woolf’s writing received 
serious critical attention from reviewers and essayists, including attempts at some 
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biographical context, producing ambivalent and often witty responses from Woolf 
herself:  
 
I’m threatened with 3 more books upon me: [Winifred] Holtby has induced 
another publisher to print her follies: Dorothy Richardson is producing 
another; and a man from America [...] All this means to me a kind of fuss and 
falsity and talking about my husband, mother, father, and dog which I loathe.
21
  
 
As Goldman demonstrates, Woolf was suspicious of academic criticism and how it 
would categorise her work.
22
 In journal articles, she was seen as an innovator of 
experimental form, impressionism, and stream-of-consciousness, and compared with 
contemporaries such as James Joyce, Marcel Proust, and Dorothy Richardson. Writing 
about Woolf came from a variety of sources, and university responses only slowly 
developed. Winifred Holtby and Ruth Gruber, both writing in the 1930s, were the 
earliest to discuss Woolf’s feminist politics, while David Daiches wrote of her 
symbolism and aesthetic technique. As the Leavisite critique emerged, Q. D. Leavis 
inflicted some lasting wounds to Woolf’s reputation in her class-based attack on the 
supposed sex hostility of Three Guineas. Responses and opinions were diverse in 
value and source, reflecting the position of a writer whose own value was still being 
assessed on all levels. 
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Woolf, Common Readers and University Critics 
 
The Cambridge History of Literary Criticism makes the claim that “The history of 
modernism and the New Criticism is inevitably a history of the rise of the modern 
university as well.”23 The US model of academic practice is most often used as the 
base to illustrate how the interpretation and evaluation of literary texts were 
introduced into the university, while the Australian variant, discussed in later 
chapters, shared similarities to the US pattern, despite the dominance of Oxford and 
Cambridge models in Australian universities.
24
 The professionalisation of academic 
criticism involved a preference for specialisation, eliminating supposed amateurs, 
dilettantes, and the unqualified. Inevitably Virginia Woolf was drawn into these 
matters since her criticism and concept of the common reader were opposed to the 
separation of creative writing from the academy, although she supported the entry of 
women to universities and was not anti-academic. The university increasingly became 
a certifying institution for critics, training and conferring degrees upon future 
members of the profession. This was the position of Nuri Mass and the other students 
who researched Woolf, who were all potentially being trained as apprentices in the 
profession of literary criticism. The teaching of literature was to be made to fit the 
requirements of the university and that involved choices. “Modernism, poised 
between the era of journalism that had been and the age of the university that was 
about to be, … was an enterprise that was perennially on the brink, always 
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ambiguous.”25 Woolf predicted much of this in her essay “Craftsmanship,” where she 
claimed words would lose complex meaning, and literature would be bent to the 
demands of passing examinations.
26
  
 
However, for the young women students in my study (see chapter 7), a cross-genre 
and cross-fertilisation approach to Woolf was still possible in the transition period. 
Elizabeth McKee Eddy, Nuri Mass and Ruth Gruber were able to take different 
approaches in their Woolf studies, involving encounters with other disciplines, 
German philosophy, statistical linguistic cryptography, and for Mass an encounter 
with texts without restrictive boundaries. Wallace Martin calls this “radical 
indeterminacy” of meaning.27 Nuri Mass had such a moment, one with no dominating 
theory, using Woolf’s own critical writings as her tool, constructing a philosophy for 
Woolf, inspired by her reading of the common reader as an originating source of 
knowledge.
28
 
 
 
Readers and Critics of Woolf before 1941 
 
Critical writing about Woolf during her lifetime offered a diverse body of opinions, 
but that written after her death formed a distinct kind of discourse. Mass read the 
former, and only a few examples from the latter where the difference in scope and 
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material is striking. The major early writers and critics whose work on Woolf helped 
shape her standing and her legacy were Edwin Muir, David Daiches, Winifred Holtby 
and E. M. Forster, with Forster also contributing to the view after her death, and all 
were read by Mass. While Daiches and Muir had some involvement with universities, 
none of them can be classified as purely academic writers. Other early works by 
Edgell Rickword, Joan Bennett, Aileen Pippett, Hudson Strode, R. L. Chambers, and 
Janet E. Courtney were also significant, but only Strode and Rickword were read by 
Mass.
29
  
 
Woolf scholar Mark Hussey cautions that “It is probably misguided ever to isolate a 
reader’s responses from the cultural, literary and social contexts within which they are 
formed, particularly if that reader is also a writer.”30 But it is significant to distinguish 
between those intellectuals who wrote during a writer’s lifetime and those who wrote 
after the writer’s death. The question posed by Michael Whitworth adds a 
counterpoint: “With what materials do we historicize?”31 These are relevant matters to 
consider in relation to those who wrote about Woolf’s novels and essays during her 
lifetime or shortly after.  
 
Edwin Muir (1887-1959), Scottish poet and novelist, critic and journalist, reviewed 
Virginia Woolf’s novels and essays from the early 1920s until after her death and 
arguably played the most prominent early critical role.
32
 Published in British and 
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American journals and collected in book length studies, Muir’s work was unique in 
being strongly European and largely disengaged from factional disputes.
33
 Writing 
about modernist literature and its creative discontents from the time of his first book, 
We Moderns, in 1918,
34
 his ideas on Virginia Woolf’s novels were positive 
contributions, reaching out to wider audiences, and he was an important influence on 
Nuri Mass.
35
  
 
A generous picture of Muir was given by Leonard Woolf in his autobiography.
36
 
When Leonard was first editing The Nation, he published Muir’s poetry, they met and 
“began a friendship that lasted to his death.”37 Leonard gave Muir regular work as a 
reviewer, and described him as an admirable critic, sensitive and intelligent, “a natural 
poet, honest minded, with something of his own worth saying.”38 Even though Muir 
wrote about and reviewed Virginia Woolf’s work throughout his professional life, 
Leonard characteristically made no mention of this in his Autobiography. Muir’s 
reviews of Woolf focus particularly on her use of time and spatial structures, and he 
was an early and perceptive reader of her work. In The Structure of the Novel (1928) 
he advocated a close connection between literature and life, rejecting many of the 
emerging concepts of New Criticism. Writing about Mrs Dalloway, a work of “fine 
exactitude”, he called it “the most skilful spatial picture of life in contemporary 
literature.”39 Not always positive, in reviewing To the Lighthouse in 1927, Muir was 
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less certain of its achievements. While it “stands at the summit of the development of 
a remarkable writer,” he felt overpowered by the force of the middle section “Time 
Passes.”  
 
The time which passes … is a natural, an astronomical, a cosmical transition, 
and not a human one ... when Mrs Woolf returns to the human plane the 
sequence seems doubly abrupt. ... We are switched from one dimension of 
time to another.
40
  
 
How can this new kind of imagination be applied to the novel, he wondered? His 
answer came with The Waves, the novel he reviewed most positively in 1931, in a 
long essay read by Nuri Mass.
41
 Muir examined Woolf’s early uses of symbolism in 
The Voyage Out, which was transformed in The Waves into a new reality, with 
characterisation discarded in any ordinary sense. “Mrs Woolf has pierced to 
something deeper... The result is an authentic and unique masterpiece, which is bound 
to have an influence on the mind of this generation.”42 His review in July 1941 of 
Between the Acts was also something of an obituary, the novel described as the most 
complete expression of Woolf’s world of imagination.43 Though Muir thought it an 
incomplete text, he saw its publication as an endpoint rather than a break in an 
ongoing life.  
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Winifred Holtby (1898-1935) was the first English woman to write a book about 
Virginia Woolf.
44
 Novelist, journalist, feminist, socialist and pacifist, she had 
graduated from Oxford University in 1921. Her close friend and working partner Vera 
Brittain called Holtby’s book on Virginia Woolf, “the profoundest of Winifred’s 
books.”45 Mark Hussey described it as “the first major study in English of Woolf’s 
work,”46 and more recently it has been termed “a version of Woolf that would not be 
seen again until the 1970s.”47 Read by Nuri Mass, this study of Woolf by someone of 
the next generation, an activist engaged in 1930s politics, had a curious provenance. It 
was commissioned for a series called Modern Writers on Modern Writers with the 
choice of subject left to Holtby. She set herself a challenge, to write about a woman 
who would be her opposite, and so chose Virginia Woolf. Holtby did not know Woolf 
personally and met with her only once during the writing of the book, though Woolf 
supplied some biographical details in response to queries. She was assisted by 
Woolf’s friend, the feminist composer Dame Ethel Smyth, who knew them both. In a 
letter to Smyth after the book appeared, Woolf said it made her “roar with laughter.”48 
Writing to Violet Dickinson later in 1936, Woolf compared Ruth Gruber’s book (also 
disparaged) with Holtby’s in a classic aside: “Poor Miss Holtby, who died 
immediately after the effort, wrote a much more readable, though wildly inaccurate 
book, which I have lost too.”49 
 
In her most innovative chapter, “Cinematograph,” Holtby wrote with great originality 
about Jacob’s Room as Woolf’s “war book”, comparing it with Hemingway’s A 
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Farewell to Arms. She saw Woolf as a writer unsuited to describing “violence in 
action,” or the thrust of a bayonet through a belly, and yet writing of the young men 
who in 1914 crossed the Channel and vanished out of English life. She described a 
cinematograph technique, a pictorial quality which could be transferred straight to 
film, making it a picture-maker’s novel.50 Both attracted and confronted by Woolf’s 
style of writing, Holtby wrote with a fresh eye and youthful consciousness. She read 
To the Lighthouse as a ghost story, in which Woolf had taken great liberties with 
conventions, “throwing overboard much that had been commonly considered 
indispensable to the novel, descriptions, plot, and almost all the link-sentences which 
bind one episode to the next.”51 In the chapter “Two in a Taxi,” Holtby linked 
Orlando and A Room of One’s Own as parallel texts. “Different as they are in form, 
the two books are complementary, with Orlando “dramatising the theories stated 
more plainly in the essay.”52 The sex change in Orlando showed the androgynous, 
fully fertilised mind, while the creative androgyny in A Room of One’s Own indicated 
that “the man within Mrs Woolf’s heart had taught her many things.”53 
 
While Holtby included some previously unpublished biographical material about 
Woolf, her main focus was on Woolf’s essays and fiction, her use of symbols, 
technique of writing and search for a philosophy. The feminist Holtby gave new 
context and interpretation to Woolf’s women characters, noting “the light of the 
solitary spinster’s room was to Mrs Woolf a sign of triumph, not of loneliness.”54 The 
materialist reader Holtby, who saw herself as a realist writer engaged in 1930s radical 
politics, was drawn into the fictional new space, using the language of the modernist 
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reviewer, finding new shapes, intimacy with non-human objects, minute intense 
perception, and free association.
55
 While critical of Woolf’s supposed failure to 
confront the material circumstances of ordinary people, Holtby could not dismiss the 
experience of reading Woolf: “we may prophesy that her range will remain limited, 
her contact with life delicate and profound rather than comprehensive. It is possible 
that the changing shape of the novel may make her obscurities clear and her 
strangeness familiar.”56 
  
Overall Holtby’s book was a fresh and careful reading of Woolf, with a confident 
youthful brashness and an implied younger generational challenge in its criticisms of 
Woolf’s political style. In an article in The Listener in August 1938, Hugh Walpole 
spoke of the generational shift and its consequences for critical judgement. “Ten years 
ago it mattered almost entirely as to how you said things… Now it has changed 
altogether, with the younger generation at least. It matters what you say, the kind of 
political opinions you have, the sort of fashion in which you want the new world to be 
made. This is what is important.”57 
 
E. M. Forster (1879-1970), novelist, essayist, critic, Bloomsbury friend of Woolf, 
wrote reviews of her work, a book of lectures and other criticism.
58
 Like Edwin Muir 
and David Daiches, Forster reviewed Woolf continuously over her writing life and 
played a large part in establishing her reception and legacy, while Woolf also wrote 
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about his work.
59
 Mark Hussey has claimed Forster as “one of Woolf’s first and most 
important critics.”60 In a long article, “The Novels of Virginia Woolf,” published in 
1926 in The New Criterion,
61
 Forster was effusive and curious: “the words are here 
but the birds have flown”; here was an innovator in a form that had lacked innovation 
since Fielding, as Woolf was opening up a new age of fiction.
62
 Forster reserved 
judgement about her characterisation, his ideas of fiction were not hers, but he was a 
great reader and a good friend, who defended her against attacks by the Leavisites 
both before and after Woolf’s death.  
 
Forster’s first review of Woolf, “A New Novelist,” used The Voyage Out to make a 
case for Woolf’s exceptionalism as a fearless intellectual woman, revealing his own 
earlier attitudes, which found women’s writing generally lacking in education and 
devoid of unity.
63
 Yet here at last was a book with unity, “as surely as Wuthering 
Heights, though by a different path.”64 By 1927 when Forster published Aspects of the 
Novel, he had formulated his ideas about the modernist novel. Woolf he praised as a 
fantasist, like Sterne, but more aloof.
65
 In the debates about New Criticism and 
formalist theories, Forster distinguished between “life in time” and “life by values,” 
arguing that “plot is the novel in its logical intellectual aspect.”66 Advocating a 
humanist fiction rather than formalist plot, he emphasised the contest between human 
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value and the value of composition, developing the argument that rigid patterns and 
strict narrative formalism “shuts the doors of life and leaves the novelist doing 
exercises.”67 In 1941, after Woolf’s death, Forster gave the Rede lecture in her 
honour.
68
 He chose this moment to express his ambivalence about her feminism, 
demonstrating the limits of his grasp of her work. Despite acknowledging her 
toughness, her intense engagement with the issues of her time, her essays, the short 
abstract fiction, he separated her novels from all the other work, including the political 
essays. To a degree this was also the position taken by Nuri Mass. Forster found A 
Room of One’s Own charming and persuasive, but declared Woolf’s feminism 
responsible for “the worst of her books – the cantankerous Three Guineas – and the 
less successful streaks in Orlando. There are spots of it all over her work ... In my 
judgement there is something old-fashioned about this extreme Feminism.”69 This 
pattern of separating out Woolf’s feminist and radical politics from her novels 
reframed the way the novels were read after her death.  
 
Pelham Edgar (1871-1948), Professor of English Literature at the University of 
Toronto, wrote The Art of The Novel (1933), a book referenced and rejected by Nuri 
Mass in her Woolf study.
70
 It is included here as an indication of the way academic 
criticism was gradually impacting on Woolf’s reception, and how the modern novel 
was being approached in Commonwealth university English departments. By way of 
contrast, Dorothy Brewster (1883-1979), an American academic at Columbia 
University, wrote a chapter about Virginia Woolf in her book Modern Fiction (with 
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Angus Burrell) in 1934, and then in 1962 completed a full-length study of Woolf.
71
 
Her reading of Woolf relied heavily upon Winifred Holtby’s book, although taking a 
different position. Brewster was far more positive about Woolf’s creative work than 
Pelham Edgar, and drew on a wider resource base. She focused on Woolf’s critical 
writing as well as her fiction, seeing Woolf’s essays as defining new forms for 
criticism. Edgar’s book, on the other hand, is reflective of an older prejudiced view, 
and now reads more like an uncannily perfect example of the misogynistic criticism 
satirised in Woolf’s A Room of One’s Own, one of the professors whose books inhabit 
the catalogues under w. A mix of unquestioned prejudice, with little analysis of 
technique or experimentation in Woolf, and comments on polemic and anger in 
women’s writing generally, his chapter on “The Stream of Consciousness: Dorothy 
Richardson and Virginia Woolf” began with a patronising discussion about women’s 
creative capacity.
72
 “Let us reject at once the myth of women’s mental inferiority, and 
rest our conclusions rather on difference of opportunity, and on a possible difference 
in quality.”73 
 
Like Dorothy Brewster at Columbia, Nuri Mass had read Woolf’s critical essays and 
used them to illuminate the novels. At a time when the teaching of English literature 
was changing, there were some educational institutions where Woolf’s essays on 
modern literature were well regarded. At Sydney, Mass had read and rejected Pelham 
Edgar’s book but does not reference Brewster, with whom her analysis had more in 
common. Divergent pathways were forming about Woolf’s value, so that by the 
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1930s, a clearer reception pattern had emerged, particularly with the impact of 
intergenerational politics. While later New Criticism / Leavisite approaches slowly 
began to advocate anti-Bloomsbury and anti-Woolf positions in some universities, 
there were counter trends and writers who continued to develop strong relationships 
with Woolf’s texts, so the pattern was uneven.  
 
David Daiches (1912-2005), Scottish academic, literary historian and critic, was one 
of the most influential and original of the early Woolf scholars.
74
 Working with an 
eclectic and experimental methodology, he taught and wrote in both British and 
American universities, was never a part of Bloomsbury or the Cambridge set, and 
combined UK and US influences and experiences. Trained in Edinburgh and at 
Oxford, he spent the late 1930s and the crucial war years in America, at the University 
of Chicago during its most experimental period, writing his major Woolf criticism 
during that time. In 1951 he moved to Cambridge, before joining the new Sussex 
University
75
 as its first professor of English, his influence helping establish Sussex as 
a later dominant centre of Woolf archives, papers and studies.
76
 A prolific writer 
about modern literature, his first essay on Woolf formed a chapter in The Novel and 
the Modern World (1939), which was followed by Virginia Woolf (1942), both written 
at the University of Chicago.
77
 He was working in the same English Department 
where Professor Edith Rickert had developed experimental graphic methods for 
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teaching modernist texts.
78
 Edith Rickert, the supervisor of the Elizabeth Eddy thesis 
on Virginia Woolf, (chapter 7) had died in 1938, so there was a possibility that 
Daiches knew of Rickert’s graphic work, since he also used innovative graphs and 
diagrams in his Woolf essay and book.
79
 
  
In Daiches’ analysis, Woolf combined multiple forms, exploring the symbolic in the 
real, through created moments of sudden awareness, mood, and memory, and dealing 
with the important matters of her time in her essays and criticism. Readers had to 
make their choices. “It is the texture of Virginia Woolf’s novels which holds the 
reader, and the structure which determines the symbolic meanings; one’s response to 
her novels will depend on one’s temperament.”80  
 
The publication of Monday or Tuesday (1921) was Woolf’s breakthrough moment for 
Daiches, in stories like “The String Quartet,” “The Mark on the Wall,” “Kew 
Gardens.” These were experiments, sense impressions, a microcosm of new 
techniques.
81
 While Woolf in her essay “Modern Fiction” had referred with approval 
to Joyce’s techniques in Ulysses, and also to Dorothy Richardson, Daiches thought 
Woolf’s work was very different from Joyce or Richardson. “Her reaction to 
crumbling norms is not agnosticism but sophistication, a meditative refinement of 
experience.”82  
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Daiches’ later Virginia Woolf (1942) included a little more detail about Woolf’s life 
and literary parentage than his earlier works, though this was still sketchy, which was 
Woolf’s own preference. She was raised as “a rational moralist,” with a “sense of 
personal vision,” ideas Daiches sourced from Duncan Grant’s essay.83 Daiches 
constructed a portrait of Woolf’s intellectual origins, her reading of Proust in 1922, 
also of Bergson and William James, and the influence of Clive Bell’s 1928 book on 
Proust.
84
 Like Nuri Mass and Ruth Gruber, he read Orlando as a philosophical 
biography, the individual’s relation to the flux of history, the present moment to the 
stream of time.
85
  
 
Writing a kind of intellectual biography, combining ideas from Woolf’s critical 
writing and reviewing, Daiches concluded that “She made a good marriage, the 
marriage of a woman of genius to a man of great talent” and led a life of intellectual 
excitement.
86
 One of the few critics to discuss Three Guineas (1938), his response 
was ambiguous: “It comes as a surprise to find in what is the most political of all her 
books a note almost of savagery in her attack on male domination and its effects on 
civilization.”87 Then, pursuing a more personal argument, and drawing upon facts 
released by Leonard Woolf, Daiches ventured into a more difficult area of opinion, a 
fine example of the well intentioned judgement that lingered after Woolf’s death, 
arguing that her very originality would preclude the possibility of influence.  
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It is doubtful whether the work of Virginia Woolf has permanently expanded 
the art of fiction. Her techniques are not easily isolated or imitated. She was 
the greatest woman novelist of her time ... Her sudden and tragic death in 
March 1941 shocked the public. It was only afterwards that her husband made 
known some aspects of her life that had hitherto been unguessed even by many 
of her friends. 
 
With all her endowments - perhaps because of them - she had not been free 
throughout her life from a haunting fear. She was subject to periodic fits of 
acute depression of which one, in the middle of the First World War, was 
serious enough to develop into a complete breakdown. Whenever she 
overworked, symptoms appeared, and she was pursued by the dread of 
insanity. Lively, sociable, and eminently sane in three quarters of her life, she 
yet knew periods of the darkest despair.
88
 
 
A revealing postscript to David Daiches’ relationship with the Leavises appeared in a 
celebratory collection of essays, in which Janet Burroway, a student of Daiches, 
recounted a rivalry between the camps of Daiches and F. R. Leavis.
89
 The Leavisites 
considered Daiches a populariser and an Americanophile, while the Daiches loyalists 
thought Leavis was acidic and elitist, producing the criticism of exclusion. “It was 
Daiches who poured forth page after page effervescing with affirmation,”90 and was 
one of the first critics to articulate the uniqueness of modernism, finding new 
language for the task.
91
 Accounts of David Daiches’ academic life give a deep sense 
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of the critical battles over ideas, with Virginia Woolf’s work and legacy at the centre, 
for supporters and detractors alike.  
 
  
New Critical and Leavisite Responses to Woolf: 1940s to 1960s  
 
In contemporary debates about the university and new forms of criticism, the most 
influential English theorist had been I A Richards (1893-1979), a Cambridge student 
of Wittgenstein, whose core idea was the separation of the critical theorist from the 
creative artist, at a period when many creative writers like Woolf wrote serious 
criticism and opposed this very separation.
92
 Richards introduced a moral tone, setting 
the base for later Leavisite theories and exclusions that underpinned the idea of the 
professional class of critic, the specialist, the expert who was not the creator. From the 
1930s in English schools and later in American colleges, I A Richards influenced the 
teaching and reading of literature, as well as many literary critics, through his core 
texts Principles of Literary Criticism (1925), Practical Criticism (1929), and 
Interpretation in Teaching (1938). Messianic in tone, he advocated moral principles: 
“the critic is as closely occupied with the health of the mind as the doctor with the 
health of the body.”93 Criticism must have a general theory and an explicit set of 
principles, to avoid a possible future collapse of values. The role of the critic was to 
defend accepted standards, “to protect the arts against the crude moralities of Puritans 
and perverts.”94 
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This moral/pedagogical aim greatly influenced later Leavisite ideas, with their anti-
Bloomsbury critique of so-called homosocial values and perversions.
95
 As Leigh Dale 
explains, “effeminacy was associated with national and imperial decline, masculinity 
with the virtue that underpinned the successful imperializing activities of the 
nation.”96 There was fear of feminisation and feminism, “coupled with the use of 
effeminacy as a term of denigration” in criticism, reviewing, and biography for some 
decades. Leavisite criticism of the so-called homosocial world of Bloomsbury made 
clear who was considered the source of perversion.
97
  
 
Had Virginia Woolf lived and published into the later 1940s and 1950s she would 
have been in direct conflict with these theories about experts and morals. The new 
criticism removed her work from course lists and judged her as a fragile aesthete with 
elitist politics. Woolf’s death created a void in which theories she opposed could be 
turned upon her work, which affected her reputation for decades in certain 
institutions, including Sydney University.
98
 Copies of Scrutiny and debates about new 
critical methods were reaching Australia during the 1930s (Ch2), but in general 
Australian academics followed the pattern in the UK, where it was still possible to be 
broadly humanist and eclectic in criticism and teaching.
99
 Nuri Mass’s thesis just 
predated the Leavisite influence in Australia, benefiting from the period before stricter 
enforcement of the idea of the canon, when a positive approach to new modernist 
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writers including Woolf existed. As Wallace Martin notes, the difference between 
criticism in the 1930s and the 1950s was profound, with “new modes of literary 
understanding,” but equally for a time new restraints and exclusions.100  
 
F. R. Leavis (1895-1978) and Q. D. Leavis (1906-1981) are best known for creating 
the so-called “radical revaluation of the accepted canon.”101 As they are polarising 
figures in literary criticism, many accounts of their work are emotive and divided. J. 
B. Priestley, writing in 1957 about F. R. Leavis, called him an 
 
arrogantly dogmatic, absolutist critic. ... The very title of his critical journal, 
Scrutiny, suggests that in it authors will have to undergo some kind of customs 
and passport examination. There could be, no doubt, a standard of values so 
high that in its sight a Virginia Woolf would possess nothing but a slender 
talent.
102
  
  
F. R. Leavis married Queenie Roth in 1929, creating a formidable critical intellectual 
partnership. Q. D. Leavis’s PhD thesis in Practical Criticism had been supervised by I. 
A. Richards, and she shared her husband’s vision of the central function of literary 
criticism, believing that widespread literacy and popular culture had coarsened the 
capacity to recognise serious creative work.
103
 Together they established a base within 
the English School at Cambridge at a time when the claims of English as a distinct 
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discipline were not yet broadly accepted.
104
 Perceived as acting in an embattled style 
from the outset, with a focus on cultural self-examination and contemporary literature, 
they became isolated within the university over time, attracting acrimony over their 
perceived extreme positions. Their journal Scrutiny, founded in 1932, was combative 
and influential, conducting a systematic revaluation of the English literary canon, 
redefining how the literary tradition functioned as “an index of the broad changes in 
sensibility which had led to the condition of modern culture.”105 Even though the 
influence of I. A. Richards’ practical criticism gradually waned, the influence of the 
Leavises was long lasting and had great consequences for the writers cast out of their 
elite critical core, as well as impacting several generations of teachers and lecturers 
around the English-speaking world.
106
  
 
Michael Levenson identified a powerful distinction between the critical views of 
Virginia Woolf and the Leavises, which in part involved Woolf’s advocacy and 
inclusion of the Russian novelists and Proust. While Virginia Woolf was not the only 
writer cast out from the great tradition, she was singled out for a high level of attack, 
involving all forms of her writing including her essays. Leavis’s great tradition was 
exclusively English, encompassing no Continental precedents and no great European 
contemporaries. He rejected the idea of the unity of international modernism, and 
insisted on a national English tradition.
 
Woolf on the other hand was more of an 
internationalist, part of an optimistic interpretation of the state of the novel, where 
experiment and new forms were possible, in a period of great novelistic 
achievement.
107
 The Leavisite philosophy, alternatively, as exemplified in Q. D. 
                                                          
 
104
 Bell, “F. R. Leavis,” 417. 
 
105
 Bell, “F. R. Leavis,” 391-92. 
 
106
 Bell, “F. R. Leavis,” 393. 
 
107
 Levenson, “Criticism of Fiction,” 485-89. 
48 
 
Leavis’s Fiction and the Reading Public (1932) cast fiction in a long and accelerating 
decline since the eighteenth century.
108
 Popular novelists had vulgarised the general 
reader, the cinema had corrupted taste, and the circulating library and dance hall had 
dulled the public with immediate and superficial pleasures. The novelist’s mission in 
contrast should be to write for the uncommon intelligence, at a time of loss of a 
common culture, a decline in moral and aesthetic standards. The only hope lay in 
“resistance by an armed and conscious minority.”109  
 
Three Scrutiny essays defined the Leavisite position against Virginia Woolf, written 
by Muriel Bradbrook (1932), Q. D. Leavis (1938) and F. R. Leavis (1942).
110
 Muriel 
Bradbrook, in the journal’s first issue, criticised Woolf’s lack of narrative technique, 
her structural failures, limited observation of the external world, ingenuous heroines, 
and inability to reproduce the process of thinking.
111
 Bradbrook’s critique was partly 
backlash, partly generational, based on emerging differences of feminist political 
thinking by the 1930s. When a student, Bradbrook had attended Virginia Woolf’s 
lecture at Girton College in 1929, which later became the basis for A Room of One’s 
Own,
112
 and recorded her observations: “[Mrs Woolf] had not got our wavelength, she 
saw us as painfully deprived creatures from the midlands preparing to teach those 
with the same background. We admired Mrs Woolf but we didn’t feel attracted.”113 
This reaction demonstrated a difference of views about education for women, about 
different kinds of feminist politics around war and patriarchy, and could be 
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characterised as a backlash against an earlier generation of feminists, which Woolf 
wrote about in Three Guineas. Bradbrook’s generation, like Holtby’s, were the young 
women who inherited the vote and who did indeed decide to join the patriarchal 
professions so vividly invoked in Three Guineas, entering the minor levels of the civil 
service, joining the processions of law and the academy.  
 
Q. D. Leavis focussed much of her own writing on education and social issues; it was 
very class-based, homophobic, and demonstrated somewhat negative views against 
women’s colleges, referring to them as the “female smoking room,” according to Noel 
Annan, who also claimed that the Scrutiny group viewed Bloomsbury as “a corrupt 
clique which had captured the intellectual establishment and whose tentacles stretched 
over all the important organs of British intellectual life.”114 Q. D. Leavis later 
reviewed Three Guineas under the title “Caterpillars of the Commonwealth Unite,”115 
reflecting the anti-Bloomsbury sentiments emanating from Scrutiny throughout the 
1930s,
116
 a depth of feeling which denounced Woolf’s book as “Nazi dialectic without 
Nazi conviction,” and having nothing at all positive to say about it.117 Reflecting the 
dominance of the Leavises and the New Critics in the years following World War 
Two, Three Guineas long remained invisible in relation to Woolf’s legacy.118 
 
Recent research on the Leavisite movement by Anne Besnault-Levita and Melba 
Cuddy-Keane has brought new insights into what is still a vexed and bitterly contested 
historical episode. Besnault-Levita reconsiders the New Critical / Leavisite claim that 
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Woolf was part of an avant-garde aesthetic modernism, set apart from life and 
politics, a belletrist, an amateur insulated by class.
119
 The remapping of modernism, as 
well as the resurgence of Woolf studies since the 1970s, has allowed for a more 
detailed picture of Woolf’s commitments as artist and critic, as well as a clearer sense 
of the Leavisite agenda against her. As an example of the lingering depth of feeling, 
Peter Conrad refers to F. R. Leavis as an antedeluvian polemicist, whose rage has 
“discredited the rhetorical style because, through the years, his vatic rage has declined 
into hectoring rant, … excavating a bellicose ‘great tradition’, with paranoid 
rhetoric.”120  
 
A classic battle that straddled the pre and post 1941 divide, Woolf’s resistance to 
doctrinaire criticism was proactive, dismissing claims for objective, scientific, rule-
devising readings,
121
 openly quarrelling with the Leavises during her lifetime, calling 
Scrutiny “a prig’s manual.”122 
  
A violent attack on Three Guineas in Scrutiny by Q. Leavis. … I didn’t read it 
through. A symbol though of what wiggings are to come… it was all personal 
– about Queenie’s own grievances and retorts to my snubs.… Scrutiny I think 
found me out… I used to be praised by the young and attacked by the elderly. 
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Three Guineas has queered the pitch. … I’m fundamentally, I think, an 
outsider.
123
  
 
Her preference was for criticism conducted outside academic confines, and she 
disliked self-appointed experts and the institutionalised “monologic lecturing of 
criticism.”124  
 
 
The Bibliographic Revival 
 
The pattern of Woolf’s critical reception was never smooth or even, and serious 
scholarship needed resources from which to build a solid bibliographic revival, with 
systematic identification of manuscripts, holographs, editions, translations, review 
history, lost texts, book history, annotated publication records, archival materials, 
diaries, letters, photos, artworks, early textual readings, evidence in all its forms. 
Professor J. J. Wilson notes that Woolf’s work “suffered periods of neglect. It was 
difficult to find copies of her books during the 1950s and 1960s, and they were rarely 
included on university syllabuses,” but by the 1970s “there were signs of quickening 
of scholarly interest.”125 Even before the publication of Quentin Bell’s biography of 
Woolf in 1972, new editions of the novels, letters, diary, essay and manuscript 
material were being prepared for publication, as the necessary prerequisites for a new 
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reception cycle and an expansion of scholarly and public interest.
126
 When the 
scholarly turn came, it came quickly. By 1978, Noel Annan wrote of a “Virginia 
Woolf Fever ...We are witnessing a documentation in detail of a kind never before 
seen in English letters.”127 J. J. Wilson witnessed the transformation in scholarly and 
general interest that flowed from this through the lens of the newly formed 
International Virginia Woolf Society, with 32 countries represented by the early 
1970s. The legacy of a period of relative lack of scholarship also showed up 
interesting differences in approach by scholars from different countries, part of the 
new transmodernist field, all of which has played out and been enjoyed over annual 
international conferences.  
 
Giving this her unique perspective as a founder of the new society, J. J. Wilson 
comments:  
 
There is probably an England/America split; France feels it understands her 
best ... Thus we see how far her reputation has come from the Leavises’ early 
“invalid lady of Bloomsbury” image and the narrowly partisan readings of her 
enemies and friends.
128
  
 
The waning of the influence of Leavisite / New Criticism in universities after the mid-
1960s had marked the change. Critical, textual and theoretical debates followed, with 
the conditions now present for outlining a historiographic pattern into which earlier 
Woolf and other modernist material could be fruitfully fitted. The publication of all 
kinds of documentation including disconnected textual artefacts and materials, 
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forgotten but capable of new interpretations and linkages, allowed for rediscovery. In 
time, secondary documents such as the Nuri Mass thesis, the works of Ruth Gruber, 
Elizabeth Eddy and others would also surface to find a place in the historiographic 
pattern. Beyond the Europhile focus on Woolf, over time new modernist approaches, 
including trans-modernism and post-colonialism, opened up alternate research paths. 
Despite the early years of diminished scholarship, it seemed that Woolf Studies was 
now ready to impact on many intellectual areas.  
 
Three important studies introduced new Woolf bibliographical materials: by Robin 
Majumdar and Allen McLaurin in 1975, Thomas Jackson Rice in 1984, and Eleanor 
McNees in 1994.
129
 Prior to Majumdar and McLaurin’s survey, a collection of essays 
on Woolf edited by Claire Sprague in 1971
130
 had reprinted a few key contributions 
from early critics and reviewers,
131
 but Majumdar and McLaurin’s book was the first 
truly comprehensive collection of early readings/documents, covering the period from 
1915 to Woolf’s death in 1941. 
 
The materials reprinted were invaluable in establishing a reviewing context for the 
novels and essays. From Woolf’s first publication, she had received serious critical 
attention. Early reviews had been enthusiastic, and only in the later 1930s did she 
experience major attacks, in the context of a changed political situation and academic 
and critical shifts. Majumdar and McLaurin give a representative cross-section of 
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responses to Woolf, with greater emphasis of the views of literary figures.
132
 All the 
critical materials accessed by Nuri Mass in individual journals were included, and a 
cluster of reviews from the period just after Woolf’s death suggested the shift in 
critical reception.  
 
Thomas Jackson Rice’s bibliographic survey extended the period out to 1984, 
demonstrating the expansion of Woolf scholarship internationally in the decade since 
Majumdar and McLaurin’s collection.133 It combined a primary bibliography of 
Woolf’s works with a secondary one of works about Woolf, and included for the first 
time a list of dissertation titles. Rice “selected articles and chapters which offer 
original information and points of view or which best represent certain repeated 
themes in Woolf criticism.”134 Citing the significance of books by Daiches (1942), 
Bennett (1945), Blackstone (1949) and Hafley (1954), Rice found Erich Auerbach’s 
Mimesis (1946), in which he had called To the Lighthouse “the representative 
twentieth-century novel,” to be the single greatest impetus to Woolf scholarship.135  
 
The Mass thesis sits within this critical grid, researched before access to the mass of 
fugitive materials became available, clearly separating early readings from later ones, 
and further highlighting its non-publication as a true loss. The spread and pattern of 
student dissertations proved very interesting, beginning in 1930 with two French 
dissertations from the University of Lille, then one from Chicago in 1949, followed by 
a number of American and German works, the first listed UK dissertation being in 
Leeds in 1952, with one from Manchester in 1965. In between, there were a growing 
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number of studies from America and Europe. If this listing is accurate, for a decade 
after her death Virginia Woolf was not the subject of postgraduate research in UK 
universities.
136
  
  
The next and most comprehensive Woolf bibliography was produced in four volumes 
in 1994 by Eleanor McNees.
137
 In McNees’ account, while assessments of Woolf 
were diverse, there was a trajectory leading to academic control over her reputation 
and reception. McNees had the advantage of observing the effect of Leavisite 
influence from the 1940s to the 1960s, a pattern which showed up more clearly from 
the distance of 1994.
138
 Constructed thematically as well as following the progression 
of the novels, McNees’ volumes were able to cover the great expansion in Woolf 
research, as well as more thoroughly to consider the early readings. Controversies 
about character, structure, style, legacy, canon formation, made it clear that Woolf, as 
a writer in many genres, was a lightning rod for dispute, whose work was criticised, 
praised, compared and analysed, and paradoxically in that process kept at the centre of 
critical attention during the years of Leavisite influence.  
  
Rachel Bowlby, in her Introduction to a collection of early critical readings of Woolf 
in 1991, marked the fiftieth anniversary of Woolf’s death as a moment of change, 
with the work, now in the public domain, “entering a new space.”139 Fifty years 
earlier, in 1941, as Nuri Mass was finishing her thesis, a similar moment was being 
marked. Woolf’s life was over, her biography barely known, her reputation entering a 
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new space. As Bowlby notes: “Woolf’s own practices and postulations in relation to 
criticism form an appropriately complex backcloth to the criticism written about 
Woolf herself - to that amorphous collection of texts which constitute what is known 
as the history of the author’s ‘reception’”140 Bowlby began her collection with Erich 
Auerbach’s Mimesis: The Representation of Reality, translated from the German in 
1946, and so not available to Nuri Mass.
141
 Many Woolf scholars and critics regard 
Auerbach’s treatment of Woolf as a watershed event in her critical reception, seeing 
Woolf’s modernist writing as a kind of remedy for the world after fascism and war. 
He invoked “the random moment... independent of the unstable orders over which 
men fight and despair, a better future.”142 Auerbach here echoed a theme at the centre 
of the Mass thesis also, that Woolf as a writer encompassed a kind of hope and 
restorative vision.  
 
Bowlby claimed Auerbach was the first to place Woolf as the avant-garde of a new 
order, despite decades when Woolf’s critical reception had been “uneven and 
unpredictable,” with hostility at home and interest abroad.143 Bowlby considered 
French interest in Woolf to be crucial, with the assertion in later decades that Woolf 
needed to be freed from the limited domain of parochial English moralism and placed 
in the context of European modernity, as well as feminist criticism and continental 
theory.
144
 These multiple points of reference continue to evolve along national, 
cultural and new theoretical fault lines. 
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In summary, in this chapter I have charted the developmental phases of Woolf’s 
reception through a brief survey of the work of significant writers and critics accessed 
by Nuri Mass, noting positive and adverse phases, and more recent bibliographic 
studies that have reintroduced materials and expanded the possibilities of new work. 
Woolf’s changing international reputation and accessibility to scholarship in 
mainstream critical space shares some elements in common with post-colonial 
Australia, but there are differences too. Moving the focus onto Australian reception, 
the next chapter explores press responses and reviews, sales and access to Woolf’s 
texts, literary criticism in the university, as well as questions of modernism’s impact 
on debates about national identity and Empire, thus further preparing the ground for 
consideration of the Mass thesis in context. 
 
 
58 
  
59 
Chapter 2 
Woolf in Australia 
 
 
Introduction  
 
This survey of the reception of Woolf’s writing in Australia from the 1920s draws on 
an array of eclectic sources and methods, including literary debates and criticism at 
universities, responses among intellectuals and writers, press responses, reviews and 
book sales. The emerging pattern reveals ongoing debates about modernism, 
feminism, internationalism, Australian national identity and Empire, and so further 
prepares the ground for consideration of the Mass thesis in context. Books and articles 
by Woolf had been circulating in Australia since the 1920s, so that by the later 1930s, 
as Nuri Mass began her research, there was a recognisable if scattered reception 
pattern. Critical reception in the UK and USA differed from Australia, with a wider 
set of sources, plus larger media cultures and more established networks of debate in 
journals and books. While material by and about Woolf appeared in US and UK 
journals purchased by Australian university academics and libraries, these were not 
widely available in Australia.
1
 Changing relations with British culture in the early 
twentieth century also created tensions in the Australian context, prompted by hopes 
for the emergence of a stronger Australian literature. Woolf’s Australian reception 
emerges from this mix of mainstream press contributions by writers and academics, 
reprints from foreign papers and journals, advertisements by bookshops, reports of 
discussions and talks. Tracking this pattern was somewhat haphazard, as material in 
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newspapers was mostly unsigned, often reprinted from overseas sources without 
attribution. However, research into digitized newspaper resources available through 
the NLA’s Trove website clearly demonstrates a detailed arc of reviewing and 
advertising over the period, with many discoveries.  
 
Debates about modernism within Australian literary culture reflect the view that 
national literatures do not stand alone, but operate within “other-national, multi-
national and trans-national trends, shapes and cycles.”2 Katherine Bode argues that 
questions of independence, Englishness and colonial dependence were always more 
nuanced in relation to modernist texts, where internationalism was important in both 
literary and political areas.
3
 Recent research into the new empiricism, as identified by 
David Carter, accepts that no text stands outside its milieu.
4
 Citing Elizabeth 
McNeillie  on literary works as cultural artefacts influenced and constrained by their 
times and geographies, Bode notes how place, sales, related publications and 
educational responses complement the reading of literary texts.
5
 This new textual 
space is then able to encompass new artefacts, even a student thesis from 1942, and to 
illuminate international and national contexts, including educational, critical and 
gender concerns.
6
  
 
Leigh Dale stresses the need for a shift away from a too-isolated Australian literary 
criticism, but literary scholars have in the past been deeply attached to representations 
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of Australia as a nation apart. Australian literature has a global context. As Dale says: 
“The history of the teaching and criticism of Australian literature is a narrative of 
oppositionality to an Anglocentric core: Englishness dominated in curriculum, in 
appointments, in critical theory – whether Leavisism or textual scholarship.”7She 
notes that “arguing for the distinctiveness of Australian literary culture was part of a 
broader strategy of cultural assertion which was appropriate to its time” but now 
needs to change.
8
 As part of this new strategy, an Australian study in the context of 
international Virginia Woolf scholarship allows new alignments of previously 
unrelated and unexamined material.  
 
Debates about colonial dependence and imperial influence aside, we can examine the 
presence and possible impact of a modernist English woman writer on the Australian 
public sphere. Woolf became a recognised international figure as her work entered the 
marketplace, an expanding influence that continues today as demonstrated by recent 
reception studies of her work across many countries.
9
 Anna Snaith makes useful 
distinctions between Woolf’s influences on feminism and writing, on publishing and 
the reading public, on public and private genres, and on narrative strategies, 
emphasizing that there is no one Woolf, nor is it possible to discuss these distinctions 
outside specific time frames. Understanding “the historical and biographical 
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situatedness of Woolf’s politics,”10 how she became a public figure, is especially 
important for an Australian study. This chapter makes clear that Woolf’s engagement 
in public debates during this period, reflected in changing Australian press coverage 
of her work and association with causes and politics, greatly belies the image of her as 
frail, apolitical and private.
11
  
 
A major reception study would necessarily include more detailed research into areas 
like library records, sales, book clubs, far beyond the scope of this thesis. As well as 
newly digitized Australian newspapers from the period, I have examined Leonard 
Woolf’s role as Hogarth Press publisher and manager of sales for Woolf’s books in 
the colonial space, and the work of individual Australian reviewers and writers such 
as Nettie Palmer, Margot Hentze, Christina Stead and Miles Franklin. My main aim is 
to establish Woolf’s literary presence among public intellectuals and reviewers from 
the 1920s to the later 1940s, and to chart the emergence of an engaged reading public. 
Virginia Woolf and her work served as something of a flashpoint in Australia, in 
representing questions about Britishness, modernity, celebrity, feminism and class 
privilege, so that an aspect of this chapter is the evolving of Woolf’s public persona 
and attitudes to her writing. The interplay between academic and non-academic 
responses, as part of the pattern of modernist literary reception, establishes the context 
and critical preconditions for the writing of Nuri Mass’s thesis. A later chapter details 
the role of the Sydney University English Department in the development of literary 
criticism and the teaching of modernist texts.  
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David Carter has argued that a form of modernity emerged early in Australian literary 
culture, with criticism flourishing in Australian newspapers and magazines before the 
1920s, nourished by a sense of international cosmopolitanism.
12
 Differences grew 
over time, influenced by older types of nationalist protectionism, while some journals 
criticised the new modernism as pathological and unnatural. Divisions between 
academics and the writing community prevailed, Carter making the crucial point that 
Australian universities did not engage formally with Australian culture. As a result of 
this gap, “there was no place within mainstream Australian literary culture where 
modernism - as a set of ideas, a movement - could be given an intellectual 
response.”13 This was not true of the young academics who later taught Mass, R. G. 
Howarth and Margot Hentze at the University of Sydney, though Carter’s point does 
emphasize how slow was the academic engagement with Virginia Woolf.  
 
Brian Lloyd contradicts some of the arguments about divisions and one-sided 
influence, suggesting that “conventional stories of Australian modernism” have 
impeded the real history. In his view, a particular strand of writing gained acceptance 
within the academy and the cultural establishment, which obscured the wider pattern 
of engagement. Modernist influences (his example is Surrealism) should not be 
characterised as “an undigested concatenation of overseas influences.”14 Further 
complicating and breaking up the established patterns of analysing Australian 
modernism, Paul Genoni shows that many Australian women writers and artists who 
embraced modernism both in Europe and at home “had been largely removed from 
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the prevailing histories of modernism.”15 He argues that “Women modernists in 
Australia had dual roles as outsiders - not only as women, but as artists, so many 
embraced the new modes of representation, fusing an Australian upbringing and 
European modernity.”16 Nuri Mass’s experience at university supports the Lloyd and 
Genoni arguments, as will be outlined in Chapter 4. 
 
  
New Readers and New Texts 
 
The establishment of a reading public for modernist texts in Australia depended on 
sales and distribution, and so was determined by the interests of international 
publishers, governed by costs and distance, as well as colonial book distribution 
policies, and later wartime paper shortages. While these factors were often 
complained about by readers and writers alike, they by no means define Virginia 
Woolf’s critical reception in Australia. Intellectuals interested in modern debates 
internationally could and did access and critically discuss relevant works through 
private networks.
17
 Censorship was a major factor, with 3,000 books banned on moral 
and political grounds by the mid 1930s. Arguments about protecting Australia from a 
flood of imported literature were strongly opposed by those advocating 
internationalism and anti-censorship. Tariffs on imported magazines and books, seen 
as a tax on knowledge, were objected to by those who believed that a national 
literature had to be exposed to the world in order to grow. Nicole Moore notes that in 
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Australia “literary modernism had a notably different cast from its European and 
American models,” with strict censorship creating a virtual “cultural quarantine.”18 
Censorship was an ongoing issue in the press, the London obscenity trial of Radcliffe 
Hall’s The Well of Loneliness being reported in December 1928 in Adelaide,19 with 
Virginia and Leonard Woolf reported as among prominent names signing a letter in 
defence of art and literature of merit. 
 
The interwar years, when modernist European literature was reaching its peak, also 
coincided with an equally energetic debate about access for Australian books to 
foreign markets and audiences, as much as the need to avoid isolation and inwardness: 
“world-mindedness” was opposed to nationalism.20 Intellectuals involved in such 
debates were attracted to Virginia Woolf’s work and to the Hogarth Press lists with 
their openness to anti-colonial texts and ideas. 
 
Nicola Wilson’s study of colonial markets for British books demonstrates how 
London sought to dominate the international book trade, running a cartel that blocked 
American publishers from Australia. Contracts show that publishers bought rights “for 
England, its Colonies, and Dependencies,” Australia being a major market, surpassing 
even the USA by the 1910s, receiving cheaply bound colonial editions printed on thin 
paper. Colonial booksellers received large discounts from British publishers, books 
often costing less than in the UK, while royalties paid on colonial sales were low or 
nil. Hogarth editions of Virginia Woolf sold in Australia were stamped Colonial Cloth 
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Edition, and had plain covers, but were in all other respects the same as the English 
editions and part of the first print run.
21
  
 
Nicola Wilson quotes Leonard Woolf explaining to Vita Sackville-West why she was 
not receiving royalties from overseas sales, despite big orders from Australia, 
including 24,800 copies of The Edwardians: “We have to give significant discounts 
already on colonial books.” British publishers flooded the Empire with relatively 
cheap British literature, and the Hogarth Press benefitted from that trade through the 
interwar years and beyond.
22
  
 
Leonard Woolf’s Account Books and Records of Monthly Sales (1922-1939) show 
meticulous attention to distribution and pricing, with Hogarth Press agents in four 
Commonwealth countries, including Australia (Thomas Lothian).
23
 The cost of 
Hogarth Press books, overwhelmingly those authored by Virginia Woolf, did not 
change substantially in Australia through the 1920s and 1930s, averaging around 7/6d. 
for novels. Publishing an average of twenty-six titles a year, the peak years for sales 
and distribution were 1927-28, followed by 1931-32,
24
 the same years when books by 
Virginia Woolf were most often mentioned and reviewed in Australian newspapers.
25
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There is very little in the Australian press about Virginia Woolf’s works prior to the 
publication of To the Lighthouse. The earliest known review was published in the 
Melbourne Herald in June 1924 by Archibald T Strong, Professor of English at 
Adelaide University, in his weekly column on English and European writers, where 
he mentioned Woolf’s Monday or Tuesday (1921): 
  
The first thing one notices about this book is its hideous and meaningless 
cover. … Some of the sketches within the book are interesting. Best of all, 
perhaps, is the one entitled An Unwritten Novel, which tells how the authoress 
invented an imaginary story for a drab-looking woman who sat opposite to her 
on a train-journey. The story was good and even moving; but as might have 
been expected, it turned out to be entirely untrue. This volume also includes 
the clever sketch, Kew Gardens, which was published separately a year or two 
ago, and attracted a good deal of attention.
26
 
 
A politically and culturally conservative pro-imperial thinker, Strong’s response to 
both the Vanessa Bell cover and the text sets the tone of curious ambivalence that 
marked aspects of the reception of Virginia Woolf and Hogarth Press books through 
the 1920s and 1930s. Very few newspapers carried serious reviews, though attention 
was given to the rising significance of women writers.  
 
In an unsigned and unattributed “People in the News” column, published in Perth in 
1924, novelist Rebecca West talks of there being more women than men among the 
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new novelists, noting in particular Virginia Woolf, Stella Benson and Katherine 
Mansfield. “They are all in their 30’s and more. Virginia Woolf, a brilliant woman 
only now taking the place she deserves in modern literature, is between 40 and 50. 
Stella Benson is about 30, Katherine Mansfield was about 35 when she died.”27 
West’s point about age emphasises that Woolf was mid-career before she was 
reviewed in the Australian press, the breakthrough year for Australian media interest 
in Virginia Woolf being 1928, after which there were more press references, with To 
the Lighthouse advertised by Australian booksellers, serious reviewing and the 
emergence of perceptive critics.
28
 Sourcing an article from the Manchester Guardian, 
the West Australian newspaper recorded novelist Hugh Walpole announcing that “the 
finest novel of the year, Virginia Woolf’s To the Lighthouse,” had been selected for 
the prestigious Femina Vie Heureuse Prize.
29
 
 
 
Nettie Palmer on Woolf 
 
The Australian writer and critic who most comprehensively read and wrote about 
Virginia Woolf was Nettie Palmer (1885-1964).
30
 A freelancer, she published 
wherever she could, often in poorly circulated newspapers. A committed 
internationalist and quality reviewer, Palmer’s work contextualises the relevance of 
Woolf for an emerging Australian culture and for women in particular. In Modern 
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Australian Literature (1924),
31
 Nettie Palmer had set out clear priorities. Access to 
European writers and modernist ideas was a major element in the dilemma of 
colonialism, as much as the need to write for an overseas audience. Lack of good 
criticism was a central problem for Palmer, since Australian criticism was rare or too 
academic. Australian writers kept returning to older forms, which “young writers of 
older countries are proudly trying to escape.”32 Isolation and the lack of originality in 
Australian writing were clearly linked for Palmer, a crucial problem to be overcome 
by engagement with a wider cosmopolitanism.  
 
Palmer followed the development of Woolf’s essays and fiction through the interwar 
decades, displaying broad knowledge of European literature and desire for serious 
criticism. Her work shows how tough the life of a woman writer was at that time, 
foretelling the problems and limited publishing choices Nuri Mass also faced after her 
university years. Access to public discourse was limited and yet Palmer published 
columns in the press and corresponded widely, advocating the fusing of European 
modes and ideas as part of a new national voice.
33
 How that might emerge was the 
puzzle, but for much of the interwar period it was possible to envisage choices, travel 
when possible, and expand the idea of a modernist context.
34
 
 
For a time, nationality in modernist literature came to be regarded as less important 
than new ideas, at least until the outbreak of war scattered this vision. Often depicted 
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as nomadic, in-between, adrift between cultures, with a cerebral geography informing 
their creative work, artists and writers imagined that art rather than place was home.
35
 
In Australia this was not an economically sustainable or long-term strategy for an 
engaged intellectual like Palmer, even though tensions between nationalism and 
internationalism were core drivers of creative output for many writers. David Carter 
captures the spirit of the short period when all things seemed possible: 
 
when certain writers, artists or intellectuals could feel an absolute 
contemporaneity with what was happening in London, New York, Paris, 
Moscow, Dublin or Johannesburg, and perhaps everywhere at once. …I 
suspect this view puts me at odds with post-colonial histories, but hanging out 
for the latest thing from England wasn’t always and everywhere a matter of 
colonial deference or belatedness. It could be almost the reverse, a sense of 
simultaneous contemporaneity, or in different terms, a sense of Australia as 
exemplary not merely supplementary.
36
  
  
Carter asks: “What was the relationship between local culture, and ideas of 
intellectual movements from elsewhere?”37 What was the nature of cosmopolitan 
consciousness? Was it possible for women to inhabit this space? Exile was positive 
for writers like Joyce, Eliot and Stein but it was a chosen exile, not one driven by 
repression. Woolf defined herself as an outsider in Three Guineas: “As a woman I 
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have no country, my country is the whole world.”38 Drusilla Modjeska used the same 
notion of “exiles at home” to explore the lives of Australian women writers between 
the wars. The idea of not belonging to a specific country was a powerful one in the 
1930s, when even Nettie Palmer spoke of being able to live and work anywhere, of 
needing the context of modern ideas and community.
39
  
 
There were enduring deep divisions between academic critics and creative writers in 
Australia throughout the period.
40
 The authority of academic literary criticism had not 
yet been established, and non-academic figures like Nettie Palmer played a crucial 
part in forming opinion, but with no great support. In that context, Virginia Woolf’s 
essays on modernist literature provided an inspiring model for Palmer, since Woolf 
was a feminist outside academe, a writer who founded a press, an experimental 
theorist. Nettie Palmer published two articles on Woolf, “Virginia Woolf. Modernity 
in the Novel” in the Brisbane Courier, 4 August 1928, followed by “Mr Bennett and 
Mrs Woolf,” in the Illustrated Tasmanian Mail, 13 November 1929.41 It is difficult to 
assess the wider public significance of these essays for Woolf’s Australian reputation, 
given their limited circulation, but they demonstrate Palmer’s nuanced engagement 
with Woolf in the context of modernist ideas. Neither essay has ever been reprinted, 
with Vivian Smith mentioning the 1929 essay only as an example of how little time 
lag there was in Palmer’s reviews of new works from the UK and Europe.42 This 
suggests that Australian critical interest in Woolf and her place in modernist discourse 
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has remained low since the 1940s, including a lack of research on significant women 
intellectuals’ engagement with Woolf’s writings. 
 
Palmer’s first article focuses on To the Lighthouse, which had just won the prestigious 
Femina Vie Heureuse. How did a novel so little known win such a prize, she wonders. 
“Perhaps the publicity of the prize will stimulate a moderate ‘snob sale’ as well as an 
interest among genuine readers,”43 but this novel will never be popular, because it 
demands much from the reader. It is “like the strokes of a brush in a well-composed 
picture,” the effect is blurred until the whole is seen. Palmer explores the novel’s 
narrative, characters, settings and methods, noting that the middle section reads like a 
despatch, with deaths and changes related in brackets in the immense darkness of time 
passing. Mrs Ramsay and Lily Briscoe are opposites, with Lily’s painting holding a 
kind of permanence that life cannot. Comparisons are made with Mrs Dalloway, and 
Palmer stresses the importance of writing about mature women. She concludes: 
“There are men in the book, too, many of them, well drawn, but rather like 
silhouettes. It is a book of women, women from the two sides of Virginia Woolf’s 
finely balanced mind and lightly-moved spirit.”44 
 
The title of Palmer’s second essay, “Mr Bennett and Mrs Woolf”, refers to Woolf’s 
essay on the modern novel, “Mr Bennett and Mrs Brown” (1923).45  
  
This week half a dozen quite separate paths of reading have converged in quite 
an unexpected way and left me standing on the modern novel, the really 
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“modern” novel with all its possibilities and uncertainties. What about this 
very modern novel? Has it done anything; has it come to stay?
46
  
 
Woolf’s “brilliant criticism” had defined the gap between the modern novel and work 
by Arnold Bennett, but Palmer interrogates the word “modern.” Beyond implying 
frankness and simplicity, presenting life from a new angle, what does it actually 
mean? Fortunately the great scholar Jane Ellen Harrison (1850-1928) assists her, 
addressing the same questions in Reminiscences of a Student Life.
47
 Harrison, the 
famous Cambridge classicist and close friend of Virginia Woolf,
48
 wrote: 
 
I will make a personal confession. The methods of the Georgian novelist have 
often tried me sorely … when I took up “Ulysses” I felt as though I were in a 
psycho-analyst’s consulting-room ... Then happily I read “Mr Bennett and Mrs 
Brown,” and Mrs Woolf made me see that these Georgian characters, which I 
had thought were so unreal and even teasing, were real with an intimacy and 
spirituality never before attempted.
49
  
 
Quoting Harrison’s expressed discomfort towards the Georgians allowed Palmer to 
reveal her own ambivalence about the word “modern,” while still admiring the new 
forms of fiction, read through Woolf’s criticism.50 A new name was needed, to 
convey quality not simply time of composition, for writing that looked at life from a 
new angle, as Woolf does in Mrs Dalloway. Doubts persisted for Palmer, something 
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was still missing for her, wondering if Mrs Dalloway was too diffused as a character, 
broken into her observations and impressions. Art has to do what casual observation 
cannot do, to make a synthesis, she felt. Analysis is not enough, a myriad fragments of 
a day is not the day. In this way, Palmer’s essay performs a kind of thinking aloud 
process, not unlike the discursive style Woolf uses in The Common Reader, twisting 
her thoughts back onto themselves.  
 
Well, I do not think that this modern novel has yet justified itself. To the 
Lighthouse is another experiment in which the characters, finally, do not stand 
up and move of themselves. … They would say, the modernists, that when 
they analyse a character it is a live body they are analysing - but we have only 
their word for it. No, we have not yet been given a serious or extensive 
glimpse of the changed novel. 
51
 
 
Palmer’s critical stance had altered since her 1928 review of To the Lighthouse; she 
was now exploring her uncertainty, asking questions about the modernist movement 
as a whole. “Is it a clique?” or a new method of putting into words the great stream of 
coherence that rises from the unconscious? Joyce is still incomprehensible, but let the 
modernists “bring forth their inventions, one of them may be a star. Let them attack 
established writers.”52 In the Australian context, Palmer’s line of criticism allowed 
real interaction with texts regarded by many as too radical.  
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Other Australian reviews of Woolf 
 
After the publication of To the Lighthouse, references to Virginia Woolf multiplied in 
Australian newspapers, with an expansion of reviewing and advertising, increased 
public visibility, and better sales. While articles and reviews were still often not 
signed, making Palmer’s reviews an exception, increasingly there was local content 
and response. The late 1920s brought a general widening of interest in literary 
modernism, shown in reviews, notices, booklists and advertisements, readers groups, 
and around issues of censorship. One typical example is a Reading Group on English 
and Foreign Literature run by Miss Helen Power in Hobart, advertised in the Hobart 
Mercury in September 1928. Miss Power “chooses only outstanding works, such as 
DH Lawrence and Virginia Woolf. Best sellers are never included, she is … in touch 
with modern literature, … with a knowledge of psychology.”53 
  
Woolf’s next novel Orlando, released in London in October 1928, was available for 
review and purchase in Australia by February 1929. A certain excitement in the press 
coverage indicated Hogarth Press’s improved marketing efficiency and an expansion 
of interest in Virginia Woolf’s work. By the end of 1929, Coles Book Arcade was 
advertising The Voyage Out, Mrs Dalloway, Jacob’s Room, The Common Reader, as 
well as other Hogarth Press books. The reviewing breakthrough of To the Lighthouse, 
followed by the celebrity success of Orlando, increased interest in earlier novels by 
Woolf, reviews now beginning to cover all her work.
54
 The demands and challenges 
of reading modern literature were now presented as positive: “In the hands of the 
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modern author and critic the function of the novelist has been stretched beyond 
recognition, and novel reading has become as complicated as a course in psychology.” 
Labelled unreadable by one section of the reading public since her style is highly 
individual, Woolf was praised for her clever use of irony, conscious and unconscious 
thought, innovative characterisation, advances in style and technique and success as a 
critic.
55
 
  
Hogarth sales further increased following production from 1929 of a Uniform Edition 
of Virginia Woolf’s works, which were widely advertised by Australian bookshops. 
Earlier titles, including Night and Day (1919), became available, along with the first 
copies of A Room of One’s Own for 5/- shillings, Flush (1933) and The Waves (1931) 
for 7/6d, the standard price for the longer titles through the 1930s.
56
 With the 
publication of A Room of One’s Own (1929), Virginia Woolf’s reputation as a 
feminist public intellectual as well as a novelist was consolidated in the Australian 
press. Combining post-suffrage feminism with thoughts on androgyny, war and peace, 
and a call for women’s writing and education, A Room of One’s Own was both praised 
and criticized in the press, with occasional negative arguments about women’s role 
being to teach men not to be savages, and the risks of forsaking the dressing table for 
the writing desk. The literary terms modernism and realism were used in confusing 
ways as reviewers tried to describe emerging forms of modern writing. A long article 
on “The Modern Short Story,” published in a Queensland paper in March 1930, used 
Virginia Woolf as both guide and example to map the shifts in new writing. Now 
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become both expert and exponent, Woolf in her essay “Modern Fiction,” asks “Is life 
like this?
57
  
  
The politics of the 1930s impacted on press coverage of literature as well as more 
general international news. Threats posed to “the institution of the home” by Hitler 
and the Nazis were mentioned, while Lady Martin in her address to the Lyceum Club 
in Adelaide in June 1932, asserted that women were tired of being depicted as either 
stupid or the angel in the house (a direct Woolf reference).
58
 Expressing some 
ambivalence about the new directions in women’s writing, Lady Martin mused: 
“These moderns are adventurers into the subconsciousness of our race, and a queer, a 
very queer country it appears to be.”59 Orlando was reviewed as “a fantastic 
biography,” light enough to amuse, deep enough to provoke thought, “it is clear that 
the writer intends first to show the male, and then the female outlook as contained in 
one person.”60 
 
Demonstrating how “interwar” these decades of the 1920s and 1930s were, with an 
inconsistent pattern of reception, some reviews and articles about Virginia Woolf 
were still referring to her earlier context, as a writer “bursting the fetters of cynicism” 
in the aftermath of the Great War.
61
 It still seemed possible for some commentators in 
the early 1930s to maintain post-war optimism, but alternate views were also 
beginning to be expressed in response to the rise of fascism in Europe. There were 
also signs that the modernist movement was dissipating in England by the end of the 
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1920s, and that London was no longer one of the centres of international avant-garde 
culture. “The most innovative English-language exponents of modernism now worked 
abroad,” reported Francis Mulhern, while writers like T. S. Eliot were seen as 
becoming more and more conservative. Even Virginia Woolf began to be seen as 
combining modernism with influences from the English literary past.
62
  
 
Articles appeared making connections between modernist writing and other art forms, 
particularly music, linking Woolf with larger movements, an integration process 
reflecting increasingly loose definitions of modernism. T. Inglis Moore wrote a long 
essay in 1934 about jazz, James Joyce and Gertrude Stein, calling Woolf’s Orlando 
“that modern masterpiece”: “The vogue of the furious rhythms of jazz sprang from the 
itching restlessness of modern youth. … Jazz expresses the general tempo of our 
times.”63  
 
 
Enter the University 
 
Adult Education Courses were appearing by the early 1930s, including one run in 
Perth by the University of Western Australia, with twenty lectures given by members 
of the English Department on twentieth-century novelists, including Wells, Huxley, 
Joyce, DH Lawrence and Virginia Woolf.
64
 This marks a change in the attitude of 
educational institutions to what was now emerging as a more settled area of study. In 
Sydney also, the old tensions between the University and creative writers were 
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beginning to thaw as the 1930s unfolded. Younger academics founded literary 
associations and staged debates, amid increased political ferment on campuses and a 
stronger internationalism as awareness of fascism grew. Access on campus to a wider 
range of European journals and banned books increased,
65
 as more writers were 
crossing between the two worlds. Academics such as Guy Howarth included 
Australian writers in university publications and discussions in forums like the 
Australian English Association. 
 
The first known discussion of the work of Virginia Woolf at the University of Sydney 
was at a meeting of this Association in late 1933 in a lecture given by Margot Hentze 
(1909-1947) later printed as a booklet which remained available well into the 1940s.
66
 
Like Nuri Mass, Hentze had European parents, completed her MA at Sydney in 1935, 
then a PhD at the University of London in 1938. She returned to Sydney to become a 
Lecturer in the History Department, and was intensely involved in political and 
literary life on campus over much of the 1930s.
67
 Hentze taught European History 
when Mass was enrolled in that course, and was still active on campus in the late 
1930s, when schisms and dramas in the Faculty would have been known to 
undergraduate students. Nuri Mass later wrote a novel The Gift, not published until 
1969,
68
 set at Sydney University in the late 1930s. With an autobiographical back 
story, it created an ambient campus world of approaching war. Mass regularly 
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attended meetings of the Australian English Association, where Howarth (later her 
thesis supervisor) and Margot Hentze were office holders. Hentze resigned her 
lectureship in July 1939, determined to make her way to Europe and become involved 
in resistance to the coming war, dying in 1947 in Belgium.
69
  
 
 
Nuri Mass did not include Margot Hentze’s booklet on Virginia Woolf in her thesis 
references, though it was still in circulation when she began her study. However 
Hentze’s lecture and booklet establishes that there was interest in Virginia Woolf in 
the English Department at the University of Sydney in the years before Mass began 
her research. Hentze focussed on how to assess Woolf’s writing, given the inadequacy 
of accepted ideas about literary technique and conventional standards of literary 
criticism, and highlighted the current debate, the need for better criticism. Since 
Woolf’s novels “represent so complete a break with tradition,” they demand a new set 
of critical values.
70
 Woolf’s original point of view had a reflective quality, following 
the current of everyday thought, with an absence of traditional plot, which Hentze 
thought was a method with limitations, while acknowledging that the work had 
sufficient unity to stop it drifting into chaos.
71
 Reading Mrs Dalloway, Jacob’s Room 
and To the Lighthouse, as well as a number of Woolf’s essays, Hentze criticized the 
structure of the novels, finding them a challenge to describe, despite their imaginative 
penetration, intense poetry and lyric qualities. “A novel surely must have some kind 
of structure and symmetry: and if we reduce it to a mere collection of sensations, what 
possible structure can it have?” Woolf’s novels have beauty, imaginative penetration, 
perfection of style, intense poetry, but “she forces us to accept her middle-class 
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characters with their vague feelings and commonplace personalities as the price of 
sharing her vision and her acute sensitive observation.”72 The critical essays on the 
other hand were “miniature masterpieces,” more accessible and better suited to 
Woolf’s gifts.73 “Her very weaknesses as a novelist are her strength as an essayist.” A 
reflective cast of mind, seen as an impediment in the novels, is in the essays a gift of 
interpretation. While not dismissive of the novels, Hentze’s lecture voiced the need 
for a different way of reading this new modern literature. Other writers such as T. S. 
Eliot and E. M. Forster wrote both critical essays and creative writing, but it was with 
Woolf that this dualism led to most debate, since her essays were so powerful in 
redefining criticism.  
 
 
Changing Australian attitudes to Bloomsbury  
 
The middle 1930s were a paradoxical mix of dire warnings about impending crises 
while life and business went on as usual. Virginia Woolf’s books continued to be 
readily available in Australia, with advertisements for Flush (1933), The Second 
Common Reader (1935), Walter Sickert: A Conversation(1934),
74
 and many more 
reviews of A Room of One’s Own.75 The Hogarth Press was publishing a wide list of 
younger left wing writers, post-colonial books and anti-war tracts, but despite this 
expansion in its lists it was occasionally seen as aligned with an older politics. An 
unsigned anti-Bloomsbury review appeared in the Sydney Morning Herald in June 
                                                          
 
72
 Hentze, Address on Virginia Woolf, 6.  
 
73
 Hentze, Address on Virginia Woolf, 7-8. 
 
74
 West Australian Saturday 17 November 1934; West Australian Saturday 8 December 1934.  
 
75
 Townsville Daily Bulletin Tuesday 19 March 1935; Margaret E. McIntyre, BA, “Women Writers,” 
Launceston Examiner (Tasmania) Wednesday 4 May 1938.  
82 
1935, concerning Dmitri Mirsky’s The Intelligentsia of Great Britain.76 Mirsky, a 
Marxist, denounced Bloomsbury liberalism as thin-skinned humanism for enlightened 
and sensitive members of the capitalist class.
77
 He had lived in Bloomsbury for 
several years, and Virginia Woolf wrote about him in her Diary after he returned to 
the Soviet Union. She liked him very much and was hurt by his book.
78
 The Sydney 
review noted that Bloomsbury intellectuals, including Keynes, Strachey, Fry, Clive 
Bell and Virginia Woolf, were portrayed by Mirsky as  
 
intrigued by their own minutest experience … theoreticians of the passive, 
dividend-drawing and consuming section of the bourgeoisie. The liberal 
aestheticism of Bloomsbury reached its season of moulting, lost its feathers. 
But they are assured, as the colonial and dependent lands take them up, 
Australia and Tanganyika exclaim over Queen Victoria and Orlando.
79
 
 
The humour was infectious, but the underlying changes of attitude were clear. For 
some intellectuals, Bloomsbury was no longer perceived at the forefront of new 
literature, as the politics of the 1930s produced new ideas about the activist role of 
literature and the need for a new realism. The political and cultural climate was 
increasingly unstable, elites were changing, what was regarded as new began to look 
established, and a new generation of younger writers and intellectuals was facing 
different choices.  
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Woolf’s ideas on feminism, however, continued to be raised among women. A lecture 
by Mary Cecil Allen to the Melbourne Society of Women Painters in 1935 took A 
Room of One’s Own as its frame of reference, advocating the need for space, 
resources and time to work, and reflecting on how women were split between art and 
the domestic. Allen quoted directly from Virginia Woolf: men’s colleges are founded 
by big bequests, women’s colleges by bazaars. She argued that women’s paintings 
compared favourably with men’s when they had sufficient independence to devote all 
their time to their work and were not forced to fit it in between all sorts of domestic 
duties.
80
 
  
Adult Education classes and the Workers Education Association (WEA) expanded 
their curricula, presenting courses on modernism in the later 1930s to the general 
public. A lecture on Virginia Woolf in Launceston, Tasmania by Mr A. L. Meston 
covered more biographical information than had previously been available, with 
details about Leslie Stephen, Leonard Woolf, the story of the Hogarth Press, and 
Virginia Woolf’s childhood growing up in a studious atmosphere. The influence of 
Russian novelists was demonstrated in her work, while Mrs Dalloway was considered 
the greatest of her books.
81
Another article in the Melbourne Argus in 1936 found that 
while realism was strong, stream of consciousness was still developing, evidenced by 
Woolf’s experiments with The Waves. The writer found that Woolf’s strength in this 
changing environment lay in her remarkable ability to invent new work.
82
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Responses to Three Guineas and debates on fascism 
 
Concerns that the roots of fascism were not only foreign but home-grown gained 
some traction in the Australian media as early as March 1934. The Sydney Morning 
Herald printed an article on democracy,
83
 covering news of a public manifesto signed 
by well-known intellectuals in London, including Virginia Woolf, her name 
recognition by then striking. The article highlighted failing faith in democracy, 
defeatist acceptance of dictatorships, with even Australia experiencing the potential 
threat of dictatorship and the extreme of fascism. Several long reviews of Woolf’s The 
Years appeared in 1937,
84
 but it was the publication of Three Guineas (1938) which 
produced the most varied range of responses in the Australian press, as part of the 
ongoing debate about fascism.  
 
A controversial essay on pacifism, war and its causes, Three Guineas developed 
Woolf’s essayistic method, explored earlier in A Room of One’s Own, and now aimed 
at the institutions in Britain contaminated by patriarchy - the academy, the church, the 
law, the military - the “Professions and Processions” of men. Criticised even by some 
of her own circle, such as E. M. Forster, the book provoked a range of responses in 
the UK and abroad.
85
 Woolf felt its message was ignored even by friends, who “sent 
me to Coventry.”86 The Hobart Mercury published a positive and quite partisan 
review of Three Guineas headed “Distorted Nietzsche. How Hitler Seized His 
Philosophy,” stating that war was definitely men’s responsibility, since women played 
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such a tiny role in world affairs. In women’s education, women were left the ragged 
ends, while men took all the resources.
87
 The Courier Mail reviewer described the 
structure of the book: “Three letters to … three organisations, which pale into nothing 
before the indignation and searing quality of the notes at the back of the book,” 
Woolf’s extensive research notes, with photographs of judges, clerics, and academics 
in regalia in processions.
88
 
 
The most out-of-context coverage of Three Guineas appeared in the popular 
Australian Women’s Weekly in 1938.89 With a full page photo spread, using many of 
the photos from the first edition, the article referred to Virginia Woolf by name, but 
never once mentioned the title of her book or any of its publication details. Australian 
material was added to the quirky coverage, with Australian Prime Minister Joseph 
Lyons pictured visiting Buckingham Palace, labelled “these men’s adventures in 
splendour. Spectacle and Vanity.” The clothes men wore in public were dissected and 
mocked, but there was not a trace of the complex political content of Three Guineas, 
about pacifism in the face of fascism, and the nature of patriarchal institutions. Nor 
was there any interrogation of photographs of the bombing of Guernica and incidents 
from the Spanish Civil War. This clever and whimsical piece of journalism in a 
women’s magazine confirmed Virginia Woolf’s celebrity status and at the same time 
showed how such a controversial book could be depoliticized and cleverly 
decontextualized for the purposes of satire. Of all the references to Woolf in the 
Australian press, it stands as the most eccentric response.  
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The influence of Modernism on Australian writers 
 
Drusilla Modjeska, in Exiles At Home, Australian Women Writers 1925-1945, gives 
Nettie Palmer a central role in shaping the work and networks between Australian 
women writers of the interwar period. She refers to Virginia Woolf throughout as a 
feminist influence but does not look at the influence of Woolf’s work on technique, 
form, or ideas about writing, and does not mention Palmer’s reviews of Woolf. 
Whether Woolf had any influence on the writing of Australian women’s fiction, as 
distinct from the impact of her essays, is a useful question. Like Hentze, Nettie Palmer 
valued Woolf the critic as much if not more than Woolf the novelist. While Patrick 
White’s early fiction showed clear modernist influences, Australian women novelists 
were not stylistically linked with Woolf and modernism apart from one of Eleanor 
Dark’s earlier experiments. Nettie Palmer reviewed Patrick White’s first novel Happy 
Valley in July 1939, calling it a new form of Australian writing related to European 
modernism, something she had advocated for two decades.
90
 With references to 
Virginia Woolf and Joyce as influences on White’s novel, Palmer described it as “the 
first stream of consciousness novel attempted by an Australian writer,” an indication 
that the literary renaissance she hoped for in Australia was still possible. David Marr, 
in his biography of White, cited Guy Howarth (Nuri Mass’s thesis supervisor) as the 
first academic to lecture on White’s work.91 Another Woolf critic, Edwin Muir, 
reviewed Happy Valley in the Listener in 1941, calling it “an astonishing flow of 
invention.”92 Though Woolf, Palmer, Howarth and Patrick White were connected by 
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modernist threads, no clear pattern of influence emerges and world war interrupted 
many projects and careers.  
 
Despite this one positive development, Nettie Palmer feared defeatism had enveloped 
Australian culture by the end of the 1930s, with the literary revival she had worked 
for becoming more remote. Looking back after the war, she still held firmly to the 
view that Australian criticism and creative writing could only fully develop by 
maintaining connections with the wider world and its best writers, in order to avoid 
the evils of colonial defeatism and a provincial/nationalistic kind of self-assertion or 
cultural cringe.
93
  
 
Many of Nettie Palmer’s Australian friends and correspondents had been reading 
Virginia Woolf since the late 1920s, in particular novelist Miles Franklin, who had 
liked Orlando, Mrs Dalloway, To the Lighthouse, and The Waves. 
94
 Reflecting on 
war and peace, Franklin had read Three Guineas in 1939, writing that Woolf “hung 
onto her pacifist views as long as she could.” Resolutely anti-war, Franklin was 
thankful for Three Guineas, which showed, she said, that Charlotte Perkins Gilman 
was right, “war was the madness of men.”95 In July 1941 she wrote: “I have suffered 
despair to such an extent that had I the pluck of Virginia Woolf I would do as she did, 
but also had I that pluck I would not do as she did because of that pang to perhaps a 
few sensitive souls here and there.”96  
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The post-colonial debate 
 
As Franklin had desired, literary modernism’s impact was to prove transformational 
in Australia though mixed with the push for greater political independence. Colonial 
and post- colonial terms remain problematic in a white settler culture which is still not 
post-colonial for indigenous peoples. As Paul Genoni notes:  
 
Nations such as Australia were experiencing the impact of modernism at much 
the same time as they negotiated the difficult transition from colonialism to 
post-colonialism. It was a period that encompassed the ongoing push for 
colonial independence; the continued nostalgic links between new nations and 
their former colonial powers, and the emergence of a neo-imperialism on the 
European continent that would profoundly shift established relationships 
between nations.
97
 
 
Among Australian writers who experimented with modernism was Eleanor Dark. In 
her early novel Prelude to Christopher (1934), Dark employed a difficult and 
involved technique, especially with respect to the handling of time. M Barnard 
Eldershaw thought the novel unconvincing and overcrowded, a negative criticism 
which influenced Dark’s future work. 
 
The story is subjective only in that it is related from within the minds of the 
characters. The minds themselves and the story are conceived in hard 
objective terms and the stream of consciousness is merely a method of 
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retelling. It has none of the plasticity and variation, none of the inconsequence 
of the true stream-of-consciousness as recognised by the psychologist or 
practiced by James Joyce. . . . This brittle objectivity under its thin subjective 
mask will not quite bear the burden of the novel.
98
 
 
Other critical comments on modernist writers were expressed in Barnard Eldershaw’s 
Essays in Australian Fiction (1938). The authors critiqued the use of stream of 
consciousness and took a contradictory position on the emergence of new forms. They 
described novel writing as “a recognised feminine profession”, arguing that the reason 
women excelled in the novel was “psychological,” that women novelists did not have 
to combat a strong tradition, an argument very much the opposite of Woolf’s in A 
Room of One’s Own.  
 
The novel demands nothing that the feminine brain at its best cannot 
encompass. Its raw material is humanity. It demands subtlety, insight and 
observation rather than erudition and logic. It has an emotional rather than an 
ideal basis. It is of all arts the most human and intimate, and the least 
specialized.
99
 
 
Australian writer Christina Stead (1902-1983) arguably engaged with Woolf’s 
modernism without ever naming her as an influence. While Stead did not like Woolf’s 
writing or her politics, Susan Carson finds many interesting parallels between Stead’s 
The Man Who Loved Children (1941) and Woolf’s To the Lighthouse, in which “each 
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sought to represent the thoughts and voice of the child in experimental language.”100 
Helen Groth identifies another link between Stead’s Seven Poor Men of Sydney 
(1934) and Woolf’s Between the Acts, through the exploration of noise and sound. 
Woolf’s use of the gramophone, rhythm and rhyme, resonates with Stead use of the 
soundscapes of the city.
101
 Carson refers to the work of Louise Yelin on the vexed 
matter of Stead’s relationship with Woolf’s work: “Stead herself appears to be 
haunted by the spectre of Woolf, as she herself was haunted by the figure of the Angel 
in the House.” Yelin suggests what is at play here is what the great Woolf scholar 
Jane Marcus described as the repression of Woolf as “the mother of the enterprise.” 
Marcus found this was a recurrent theme in feminist literary criticism, an active denial 
of influence.
102
  
 
Brigid Rooney writes about Stead’s politics as a woman writer being culturally 
constructed.
103
 Even Stead’s biographer Hazel Rowley suggests Stead’s politics were 
inauthentic, naïve idealism at best.
104
 Although attending the Paris Writers Congress 
with her friend Nettie Palmer in 1935, at the intersection of radical politics with 
modernism and the avant-garde, Stead’s involvement is dismissed by Rowley as 
reflecting an uncritical attraction to Marxist males rather than serious engagement. 
Rooney comments: “The fiction writer who produces polemic, it seems, is straying 
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out of bounds.”105 What Rooney identifies could equally be applied to Woolf whose 
political identity was often diminished among the male intellectuals in her circle and 
criticized when she wrote her pacifist essay Three Guineas.  
 
Stead loved the life in Paris and admired James Joyce’s writing: “no living writer in 
English there is who is not indebted to his methods and his vocabulary.”106 Living in 
Paris in chosen exile gave Stead freedom from the perceived parochialism and 
isolation of Sydney and easier access to cosmopolitan modernism.
107
 Regardless of 
place, thoughtful debate about modernist techniques were a strong part of Australian 
literary life in the 1930s, both at the university and among literary elites. Virginia 
Woolf’s possible influence was diverse, fragmentary, situational and circumstantial, 
but her very originality formed another kind of challenge which may well have had 
longer lasting effects, even on those who rejected her writing methods and politics. 
Just as the influence model is outmoded, so too is certainty about how ideas morph in 
contrary circumstances and troubled times. 
 
 
Responses to Woolf’s death 
 
Reports of Woolf’s suicide appeared in the Australian press at a time of intense war 
news and public sensitivity to any perceived note of defeatism, an uninformed stigma 
that affected her reputation for some years. When Nuri Mass read Woolf’s death 
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notice in the Sydney Morning Herald,
108
 the news impacted on her thesis conclusions 
(Chapter 5), but how to assess the wider impact of the death on readers is far more 
difficult. 
 
A heartfelt testimony written in 1941 did surface some decades later, a letter sent from 
Adelaide to Virginia Woolf’s sister Vanessa Bell by 22 year old Marcie Collett. The 
only letter from Australia, it was discovered among the many condolences in the 
University of Sussex Collection of Leonard Woolf’s Papers. While most were from 
literary and political figures, there were a few from the general public.  
 
Wattle Park Burnside South Australia 
To Vanessa Bell,  
Whether it may be of any value to the friends of Virginia Woolf to know of 
the profound sense of loss felt by an unknown person on hearing of her death I 
cannot decide. And only a dreadfully vague report has dribbled through the 
press - and that a week ago. Do not doubt that I am aware of the futility of 
writing this letter; but I regret now tearing up several letters I wrote her in the 
effort to express my admiration and appreciation of her work. Surely it must 
have meant something, however many letters you got, to know that for one 
person - though you were ignorant of her existence - you were the symbol of 
all she admired in the art she was learning to practice, and as an individual; 
and that she would have given anything she possessed to have heard you speak 
or to have seen you? Because I do feel that if I should achieve anything 
worthwhile as a writer I owe more to her than to anyone else, and even 
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otherwise I shall always have her in my mind as an example of a civilized 
woman. I won’t add more to the melancholy correspondence which must have 
gathered about you, and I won’t apologise either for this letter, because I think 
you would understand that when your lodestar is suddenly quenched you have 
to tell someone.  
 There is nothing more to say but that I am yours sincerely, Marcie Collett
109
  
 
A self-educated reader who studied Italian and worked as a translator for the 
Censorship Department in 1941-45, Kathleen Marcelle Muir née Collett, born in 
1919, found A Room of One’s Own and Three Guineas in the WEA Library in South 
Australia, reinforcing her feminist and pacifist convictions. Muir and Nuri Mass were 
only a year apart in age and each in her own way was deeply affected by news of 
Woolf’s death. In an echo of Nuri Mass’s later career as a children’s writer and 
illustrator, Muir did not become a novelist but as Marcie Muir published important 
works on Australian children’s literature and book illustration.110 Like Mass, she 
found her way into the literary world through writing for children, and also like Mass, 
she founded a press, being involved in the establishment of The Wakefield Press. Her 
letter to Vanessa Bell in 1941 can stand here as a marker for the unexpressed loss felt 
by many readers on hearing of Woolf’s death.  
 
 
 
Conclusion 
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Returning to Anna Snaith’s distinctions between Woolf’s influences on feminism and 
writing, on publishing and the reading public, on public and private genres, and on 
narrative strategies,
111
 how can we assess her influence? Exploring a selection of 
letters written to Virginia Woolf after Three Guineas, Snaith uncovered new 
perspectives on writers and readers, much like that illuminated by the letter from 
Marcie Collett Muir to Vanessa Bell in 1941. In the private correspondence that is 
available it is clear that Virginia Woolf as writer and feminist deeply influenced and 
inspired her readers in diverse ways, including the setting up of printing presses.  
 
In the case of Australia, the most likely conclusion to draw rests on a cluster of 
events: war, advocacy of literary realism, the increasing odium of Bloomsbury, and a 
misreading of Woolf’s suicide as a kind of weak defeatism, all conspiring to distract 
attention from the legacy of Woolf’s modernist forms and techniques. As biographical 
material became more available, that also took focus off the work, but when Mass 
began her study Woolf’s legacy was yet to be established and contested.  
 
Recent research on women modernists in Australia reflects their importance in the 
embrace of modernism, outsiders as both women and artists, exploring new modes of 
representation, fusing an Australian upbringing and European modernity.
112
 The 
reception of Woolf’s work in Australia contributed to the pool of ideas on 
experimentation and feminism, but internal conflicts about national identity, the 
imperative to help build new cultural forms, created dilemmas. Nettie Palmer 
explored these conflicts, just as did Nuri Mass, as we will see, despite her 
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multicultural heritage and facing choices in her creative life, compounded by a world 
war. Could Australian women writers have taken up Woolf’s experiments? Not easily, 
not if they wanted to be published. The literary critical current was moving against 
modernism, with socialist/realist traditions still strong in Australia. Trying to make a 
living from writing was a central issue, a point made so clearly in A Room of One’s 
Own. Experimentation needed time, support systems and resources, but from Virginia 
Woolf came encouragement and the naming of a women’s tradition.  
 
In Australia, reception of Woolf as writer and public intellectual proceeded through 
early recognition, informed reviewing, notoriety for her feminism and pacifism, 
judgements about her death, and a period of critical demise. Recent studies of Woolf’s 
critical reception in Europe, South America and Asia show similar diverse and multi-
faceted patterns, with new connections emerging for comparison with the Australian 
experience. It remains clear that Woolf’s literary visibility in Australia can be 
attributed to the remarkable business and publishing skills of the Hogarth Press, the 
determination of Leonard Woolf during his wife’s life and after her death to foster the 
international spread of modernist ideas and post-colonial texts.
113
 Legacy pivots on so 
many points: ideas, timing, quality of work, the confluence of circumstances. My own 
sense is that Woolf’s influence on new Australian writing was limited in the short 
term, but her feminist and critical texts opened up a crucial space for women writers 
and literary criticism. Drawing on this context, the following chapter looks at the early 
life and experiences of Nuri Mass before her university encounter with Woolf and her 
pioneering study. 
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Chapter 3 
The Making of the Young Writer 
 
This chapter outlines the early life of Nuri Mass, her birth, parentage and childhood 
years in Argentina, the family’s return to Australia, her formal education, early 
writings and university experience prior to writing her MA thesis on Virginia Woolf. 
Her scrapbooks detail early writing projects: children’s books co-produced with her 
mother on fantasy and faery themes, newspaper contributions, texts translated for her 
Spanish father. A mentor, Sydney publisher W. G. Cousins, supported and 
encouraged her creative writing as family demands increased, including translating 
and rewriting her father’s huge political work in the middle of her studies. News of 
Spain and the Civil War, which impacted on the Mass household, resonated with 
Virginia Woolf’s life as an engaged public intellectual in the later 1930s.  
 
Nuri Celeste Mass (1918-1993),
1
 Australian children’s author, novelist, artist and 
book illustrator, publisher and peace activist, environmentalist and nature writer, was 
born in Melbourne to New Zealand born English mother Celeste Stanton (1892-1985) 
and Barcelona born Spanish father Raoul Pedro Mas Turos (1885-1971). They had 
met and married in 1916, departing for Argentina when Nuri was 4, returning to 
Sydney to live when she was 12. Her diverse immigrant heritage brought together a 
potent esoteric combination of Celeste’s Christian Science and theosophy, nature and 
faery worlds, and Raoul’s grand global visions and avant-garde surrealist mysticism, 
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as a member of the Dali circle in Barcelona.
2
 Nuri Mass’s writings as a child and 
adolescent largely drew on English and Australian genres but her Spanish heritage 
strongly underpinned many of the contours and conflicts of her childhood.
3
 The early 
twentieth century political fortunes of Spain, her father’s exile and lost visions, are 
vividly documented in her scrapbooks, unpublished autobiographical manuscripts and 
books. The path which brought her to a thesis on Virginia Woolf involved an unlikely 
mix of adventure and idealism, underpinned by colonial displacement, social isolation 
and parental distress, retrieved through a brilliant education. Leaving a rich archive of 
juvenile scrapbooks, proofs and illustrations, adult reflections and documentation, she 
contributed to children’s magazines and newspapers, wrote fiction from her early 
teens, and published a number of children’s books and novels before, during and after 
her university years.
4
 Behind this output lay a passionate desire to be a creative writer, 
a sustaining world of fantasy in contrast to the bizarre events of her life.  
 
 
Years in Argentina  
 
The journey to Argentina in 1921, sailing on a passenger boat around Cape Horn to 
Buenos Aires, began well. The family stayed with Raoul’s cousins, Nuri and her 
mother for a time living in “luxury, fantastic excess,” while Raoul went off to develop 
and supervise his mica concessions in the desert.
5
 Nuri remembered Buenos Aires as a 
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magical city, with its colonial wealth, fashion and vivid religious festivals. News from 
the mines soon caused concern, with Celeste deciding to go out and join her husband, 
against all advice. She and Nuri made a long and risky journey to the mining camp at 
Valle Fertile by train then mule, during which time Celeste invented a fairy language 
for Nuri as a way to make grim reality digestible.
6
 Their arrival shocked everyone. 
“My mother was tricked by life into a place of filth, disease and degradation,” Nuri 
wrote in her unpublished autobiographical notes.
7
  
 
Raoul was something of a fantasist, his life based on an identity as adventurer and 
explorer. The arrival of a child and delicate woman in a miner’s camp was not part of 
the dream, highlighting the difficulties at the core of this fragile family. Raoul was 
enchanted by the place, living “in the midst of great antiquity … in his own 
magnificent world of contemplation.”8 Unable to deal with practical reality, his 
schemes had failed and they had little money. Celeste tried to set up a household and 
survive with a small child, while being herself drawn into the aura of the place with its 
Inca stories, walking in the desert at night, absorbing the mystical elements. Homesick 
and in a complex marriage, Celeste spun images and stories that stayed with Nuri all 
her life, her mother having “a prismatic imagination, a strange enchantment.” As Nuri 
later recalled, they had to deal with fear and disease, wild lightning and storms, but 
took journeys through great landscapes to see Inca ruins.
9
 After some years of this 
barely sustainable life, Celeste’s physical and mental health finally deteriorated and 
she developed pernicious anaemia. She finally suffered a serious mental breakdown 
which had a deep impact on Nuri. One night a great meteorite fell near them in the 
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desert: it was a message, as Nuri recounted, telling these European romantics to leave. 
Finally, the mix of madness and magic which filled Nuri Mass’s childhood years 
came to an end. 
 
Nuri never forgot any of this, the frightening cultural encounters beyond her 
understanding, but also the rain, the cactus, the flowering wilderness, insects, wind, 
music, the great journey to see the Painted Stone on the border of Peru. The close 
bond with her mother, the lifeline of her magical stories, was the greatest legacy of 
this intense period of fear and privation, and stayed with Nuri as a way of dealing with 
stress through her life. She also carried other after-effects: trauma, a dissociative 
imagination, a highly geared creative vocation and an elaborate sense of her 
specialness. “Retreat deeper and deeper, into school books and faeries, safe there.”10  
 
To her later encounter with Woolf’s created worlds, she brought insights into the 
South American voyage in The Voyage Out, the mystical elements in The Waves, the 
fraught family dynamics in To the Lighthouse, and a developed sense of worlds 
beyond the surface, mystical energies and transcendent language created through her 
mother’s tutelage. These years in the desert oasis of Valle Fertil, while shaped by her 
father’s dreams to move there, were filled with the constant company of her mother, 
as her teacher, companion and nurturer. Celeste Mass, artist and mystic, focussed all 
her attention on the young Nuri, and felt their lives were in the hands of a “Cosmic 
Intelligence.” They were inside a surrealist nightmare which was somehow also 
wonderful. For Nuri, “the cradle of my life was alien to the rest of the planet. Storms, 
meteors, earthquakes, snakes, condors, an infinity of solitude, a powerful enveloping 
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presence … It created some shift in the genetic code which then went on to multiply 
its influence.”11 These years shaped Nuri’s ideas and perceptions of creativity, human 
cruelty and the nature of sanity.  
 
  
Return to Australia 
 
Returning to Australia for Nuri was about coming to a new place of which she had no 
memories. She was bi-lingual, with poor English and a foreign accent, and felt 
homeless, affected by her father’s “black despair” and unemployment. After years of 
being treated as a novelty in a surreal landscape, Australia was a hard reality for this 
gifted adolescent, who experienced some bullying and taunting.
12
 The imaginative 
world of faery, fostered by her mother, had become her grounding, part of her 
identity. She and her mother continued to live together for the rest of Celeste’s long 
life, through Nuri’s later marriage and birth of two children, her printing press project, 
children’s books, nature studies. As collaborators they brought a mix of 
otherworldliness and practicality to projects such as mastering the printing press and 
creating a publishing company. Nuri’s book Where the Incas Trod (1956) is partly 
based on Celeste’s journals from the time in Argentina, as well as family stories and 
Nuri’s memory. Their bond, forged in the desert, was everlasting, rather like the 
fairyland they shared.  
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Writing in 1940, pondering what her writing might be about, Mass reflected on how 
her childhood created deep separation from the colonial images and themes dominant 
in the popular Australian literature of the period. 
 
My taste for Australian themes is by no means strong. You see, although 
Australia was the country of my birth it was not that of my early childhood. … 
I have always been repelled rather than attracted by those conditions which lie 
on the balance between civilization and barbarity. I never have been able to 
sympathise with gold rushes, or with “squatters” who talk slang and live by 
the “survival of the fittest” doctrine.13 
 
Argentina’s ancient cultures and magical stories did not displace Celeste Mass’s fairy 
influences for Nuri. They both loved the European tradition of fairy literature and 
illustration, the English flower images of Cicely Mary Barker (1895-1973) and 
Australian children’s authors May Gibbs (1877-1969) and Ida Rentoul Outhwaite 
(1888-1960), credited with first combining the European fairy tradition with 
recognisable Australian settings.
14
 Nuri Mass drew on this tradition in her own books 
for children, gradually transforming her nature books into a more contemporary style. 
To a degree she always retained the emotional fairyland backstory even in her adult 
novels, developing a language for the esoteric energies that interested her. The love of 
fantasy was balanced in Nuri as she grew older by a scientific naturalist method 
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developed through her studies in botany, precise plant illustration, and a growing 
interest in children’s education. Her later exploration of Virginia Woolf’s writings 
also demonstrated sensitivity to deeper layers of mystical ambience in the texts, other 
worlds and presences. 
 
 
Australian Childhood Scrapbooks 
 
Nuri Mass’s childhood and youth were heavily self-documented in collections of 
juvenilia and early writing. Continuing to be home schooled for a time on return to 
Australia, her sense of isolation remained strong even when she started high school. 
She was performative, exotic, special, feeling different and more experienced than 
other children. Encouraged by her mother, she published several pieces of journalism 
about their trips into the Andean landscape while still a child, about life in the desert, 
combining romantic stories and description of the vegetation, animals, cruelty, 
poverty, and the strange beliefs and mysteries.
15
 The experience of drawing and 
documenting flora and fauna in the Argentinian desert stayed with her, transferring to 
an intense interest in Australian flora and fauna, embracing a “nativist” approach, 
though often still with an English fairy overlay. The scrapbooks record her earliest 
contributions to newspapers and magazines, as a frequent contributor to the 
Children’s News and to Radio 2UW. In one of her first pieces for the Children’s 
News, she wrote: 
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Dear Editor, I am a stranger, both to you and to Australia. They call me the 
little artist and I’m going to be a very big artist some day: my whole soul is in 
it. I was born in Australia 10 years ago but I have been round the world and 
was brought up in Argentina so of course I speak Spanish and I sing in 
Spanish. I am very fond of writing.
16
  
 
Mass wrote and illustrated “An Australian Fairy Tale – A Lesson from Fairyland” for 
The Children’s News in 1928, about a 7-year-old boy who cruelly torments cicadas 
and is taught a transforming moral lesson by a fairy disguised as a cicada. Breaking a 
web, “one of a million fairy gates leading to Experience,” he is made to feel 
vulnerable, see the cruelty of his games, and is returned to “Mortal Land” as a “fine 
Australian citizen.”17  
 
In 1932, Nuri was described in news cuttings as a youthful genius, an exceptional 
child with outstanding gifts. On 6 April 1935, an article and photo appeared in The 
Australian Women’s Weekly,18 entitled “The Romantic Story of Nuri Mass: Australian 
Girl May Win World Fame.” The article outlined their time in Argentina, asking 
“Who knows how much of Nuri’s imagination was coloured by the vast plains and the 
mighty mountains under whose shadow she grew up? ... What has the future and what 
has Australia to offer a talent such as that of Nuri Mass?”19 Aspirations and 
expectations were equally high in the family, with a precocious and elitist identity 
being created for this young girl.  
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University undergraduate years 
 
After success in the 1936 Leaving Certificate, with Honours in English and History, 
Nuri began studies in Arts at the University of Sydney in 1937. Her undergraduate 
years coincided with the Spanish War, the rise of fascism, and the coming world war, 
but she embraced student life and her studies with enthusiasm, in the midst of her 
father’s angst at home about the fate of Spain. In her first published letter to the 
student newspaper Honi Soit in 1937, headed “University Magazines,” she criticised 
the university magazines Hermes and Candide for their modernist content: 
  
these juvenile attempts to ape the phraseology, technique, subject matter and 
outlook of life practiced by many so-called modern authors and poets, who 
themselves are often wild scramblers after something new and sensational. 
And these startling new spectacles through which they look, as through a 
microscope, upon the disease-carrying germs of life, are termed realism … 
They see only the ugly diseased side of life, and that is not realism.
20
  
 
The language here echoes some of the vehemence of her descriptions of desert life as 
ugly and diseased which strengthened in her an abiding sense that her early life had 
exposed her to an authentic cruel realism beyond literary meanings. Her vehemence 
was also a gendered position, a rejection of the male space of the new writing, 
especially about sex. This stance emerged later in her thesis, where male writers such 
as Joyce and Lawrence were described in much the same terms as crude and ugly, 
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while Woolf was seen as offering restorative and hopeful values, and a different kind 
of erotics.  
 
Through her undergraduate years 1937-1939, Mass and her mother developed many 
collaborative projects in children’s literature, with their first book Australian 
Wildflower Fairies published in 1937. Reviewed as offering a new approach to nature 
study for the very young, with native flora presented in the form of fairy lore, the 
book was praised for its educational value and included in the NSW Education 
Department syllabus.
21
 In her first year of Arts, Nuri had topped the list in Botany, her 
talent for observation, botanical illustration and imaginative writing finding a place in 
publishing, a career that continued for decades. Competing intellectual influences 
played out through her student years between university education and the spiritualist 
ambience of home, a mix of cultural conservatism and idealism.  
 
Nuri Mass was gradually developing a writing voice directed towards older children, 
one that still reflected the colonial contradictions of a time when native vegetation and 
flora were first being seriously researched and introduced into the school curriculum, 
while the Englishness of the popular fairy tradition still dominated her language and 
fanciful descriptions.
22
 The fairy illustrations by Celeste Mass also reflected imposed 
white English traditions, style and assumptions, as the visual and ecological focus on 
Australian flora and fauna was as yet insensitive to a larger consciousness of 
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Indigenous presence, with the imposition of the white European fairy aesthetic 
silencing the land, spirits, and place of the original inhabitants.
23
 Mass developed an 
awareness of the Indigenous space, and did not invent black characters or copy black 
stories as some other writers did. Over time she came to a greater awareness of 
colonial dispossession of land and story, but her children’s books like those of many 
other white artists of this period reflected the inherent racism in the colonial situation. 
Her ecological politics were more developed, with botanical accuracy based on her 
rigorous field research, and her children’s books were loved by the progressive 
bushwalking community that later founded the early conservation movement. Her 
second children’s book, The Little Grammar People,24 was published in 1942, its 
preparation coinciding with an intense time of rewriting her father’s Spanish book and 
starting her Woolf thesis. Pressures on her were reaching breaking point but the 
children’s books were popular and successful, made money, and brought her some 
sense of her importance as a writer  
 
 
A Mentor – Walter Cousins 
 
Finding a mentor outside the family proved life changing for Nuri in her choices 
about a career. Through a correspondence lasting from 1933 to 1948, Walter Cousins 
encouraged her writing, provided source material and books, and influenced her 
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decision to be a writer rather than academic.
25
 The Mitchell Library holds a large 
collection of letters between Mass and Cousins, chief publisher and senior editor of 
Sydney publishers Angus and Robertson. Described as hard-nosed by Beatrice Davis, 
his chief editor, Cousins’ correspondence with Nuri until his death in 1950 was 
supportive and restorative.
26
 After Nuri sent him her first attempt at a novel when she 
was 17, he mentored her, placed her work with writers and readers for feedback, and 
later provided crucial assistance in gathering material for her Virginia Woolf thesis. 
Their long correspondence stretched from her days as a high school and university 
student, her writing of the thesis on Virginia Woolf and the eventual publication of 
her three most significant children’s titles with Angus & Robertson. Her passion about 
wanting to write fiction is evident in all the correspondence, matched by his critical 
encouragement.  
 
Rejection in readers’ reports were countered by the care Cousins took to encourage 
Nuri: “Remember – keep on writing, and from what I have seen of your work you’ll 
not need to have any fear of failure. And don’t let a rejection damp your spirits. As I 
said before, writing is a very hard game.”27 The core problem Cousins identified was 
not her ability to write but her perceived lack of life experience, some naivete or 
otherworldliness. Editor Beatrice Davis had written a reader’s report for Cousins in 
May1937, in which she pinpointed the dilemma of both talent and naivete in Nuri’s 
writing:  
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Knowing this to be the work of a gifted child of eighteen, it is difficult not to 
give a verdict in its favour; if this knowledge were withheld, the author might 
be imagined as an over-sentimental grown-up, living still in fairy-tale dreams. 
The author is filled with ideals and enthusiasm. Her imaginative gift is 
considerable and she can seize and transmit atmosphere. Her insight into 
character is true, although all the characters are over-stressed to the point of 
caricature... The youthful simplicity of the writing has a certain charm; but the 
defects of this quality mar the book.
28
  
 
Undeterred by such reports, Cousins worked positively with Mass over several years 
of evolving projects, her continuing academic success often mentioned in their letters 
only as an afterthought. Tensions between the university and publishing worlds, 
though subtle and understated, nevertheless emerge in their ongoing correspondence, 
particularly concerning attitudes to Australian literature. Cousins’ relationship with 
the University was distant, although Beatrice Davis, a university graduate, slowly 
began to advocate for more involvement by the firm with the campus. She was a close 
friend of Guy Howarth, soon to be Nuri Mass’s thesis supervisor, as well as editor of 
the new literary journal Southerly. The two worlds began to move a little closer. 
  
Cousins provided Mass not only with books and journals but conversation about 
writers, exposure to new ideas and the confidence to disagree, in a voice of youthful 
self-assurance.  
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29th January 1938 
Dear Mr. Cousins,  
I wanted to tell you how really much I have enjoyed reading, in the books you 
have lent me, an entirely different style of literature to any I have before been 
used to. I cannot say that I admire the modern tendencies in novel-writing. 
Sometimes they seem crude and quite unlovely, don’t you think? But that, of 
course, does not alter the fact that I am very interested in them all, as literary 
developments, and realise the value of having gained a little knowledge of 
them. For every one of the books I have written down my own criticism.
29
 
 
As her undergraduate years come to an end with outstanding results, Mass plans to 
start an MA in the English Department.
30
 Her economic situation is difficult and she 
asks Cousins if he can find her some work to supplement coaching and the botany 
tutorials she is teaching, while still working on her creative writing. “I am going 
ahead with my writing, and love it more than ever. To be a really excellent and 
successful writer is my greatest ambition in life, as you know.”31 Cousins replied: 
“Congratulations on your success at the University. I am very glad to know that you 
have decided to go on for the M.A. degree.”32  
 
Mass later wrote that her early years, governed by faery, intensified by the Andean 
desert experience, had failed to prepare her for a normal life or provide material for 
adult books. “However successful my excursions might have been into the wildflower 
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fairyland and the kingdom of grammar, these in no way equipped me for the 
formulating of a story about human beings that normal people could relate to.”33 She 
felt her life in the desert set up her need for and love of fantasy, which was reality in 
that context, given her mother’s great influence and beliefs, and her struggle 
with/against her father and his dreams and depression.  
 
 
The Spanish Scrapbook  
 
Nuri’s father had written a book about the lost city of Atlantis, published in Buenos 
Aires in the 1920s though now lost. A highly educated European architectural 
engineer, he did not settle into Sydney suburban life. Loving everything Spanish – 
philosophy, Europeanism, language- his only remaining link with dreams of creating a 
transformed world now centred on his philosophical text, Ashes of Gold. 
Unpublishable in its current form, he demanded that his brilliant daughter Nuri 
translate and rewrite it for a new audience “in the modern idiom.”34 This then was 
added to the demands on Nuri, along with the children’s books, writing and her 
university studies.  
 
Both parents were intense dreamers, living inside magical realms of esoteric literature. 
Nuri had managed to create her own little world within that, in which she had to 
balance their demands on her as an only child, as translator for her father’s writing 
and letters to newspapers, fitting these around her own absorption in writing. The 
household was gripped by news from Spain during the crises of the later 1930s and 
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Nuri gained more political awareness of international politics through her father’s 
journals and letters to newspapers, though Sydney offered limited access to European 
news.
35
 The Spanish Scrapbook in the Mass archive includes news clippings about 
the lead up to the war, the rise of fascist leaders, photos, news of Spain and of the 
movements of Spain’s Consul-General in Sydney. There are also graphic photos of 
the aerial bombing of Barcelona in 1938, and articles and cuttings from the Barcelona 
Catalan paper La Vanguardia,
36
 the journal which took the Republican side during 
the Civil War, when the Central Government of the Republic was installed in 
Barcelona in 1936.  
 
Raoul Pedro Mass wrote letters (penned by Nuri) to Sydney newspapers about 
Spanish politics, including an eloquent defence of Spain in response to a hostile letter 
claiming that characteristics implanted in the Spanish people by Moorish influences, 
such as a fatalistic disregard for human life, inculcated by the Mohammedan religion, 
explained the cruelty and bitterness of the present civil war. In his reply, Raoul Mass 
disputed this, invoking centuries of enlightenment in Spain, as well as tolerance, 
chivalry and gentle humaneness.
37
 The demands to put aside her studies and write a 
modern version of Raoul’s book almost literally drove Nuri Mass mad, with her father 
starving himself to put pressure on her and claiming that it was her filial duty. The 
huge manuscript (180,000 words) in the Mass archive, is described as a detailed 
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philosophy of world government presenting a new form of economics.
38
 Work on the 
vast project overlapped the period when Mass was to start on her MA thesis; instead 
she was dealing with her father’s “self-destructive pessimism. … Daddy’s book and 
Virginia Woolf were equally depressing. We were beings apart. Mine was governed 
by faery, Daddy’s by a strange mix of religions and political idealism propounded by 
great souls who were too good to be true.”39 She did complete the translated, rewritten 
text as a novel, submitting it under her own name to Angus & Robertson.
40
  
 
A report by Australian novelist Frank Dalby Davison, submitted to Walter Cousins in 
June 1941, rejected the novel, capturing the contradiction at the heart of the text, the 
fraught duality in authorship and experience. 
 
Dear Walter, I heartily endorse the theme of this book, but, I am very sorry to 
say, I can’t get on with it as a story. It is too stilted and unreal. The author’s 
sense of social ethics far outruns her sense of life; but she may do very fine 
work when experience of life has adjusted the balance. I regret that I can’t be 
more enthusiastic about what is obviously a very sincere effort.
41
  
 
Raoul Mass was regarded by the family many years later as a broken person cut off 
from Spanish culture after the Civil War, crushed by the failures of his Argentine 
dreams of fortune and his literary visions for peace and internationalism. After the 
Franco period was entrenched, he chose to relinquish his Spanish citizenship, and 
then fell into a state of immigrant alienation in a household of creative and productive 
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women. A damaged displaced person, he stopped speaking Spanish in the home. His 
scrapbook reveals the fragments of his lost world, internationalism engulfed by 
fascism, and colonial adventures relegated to a past age.
42
  
  
While the Mass household was enduring the defeat of Spanish ideals, the Woolf circle 
also was deeply engaged with and altered by the same events. Woolf’s writings in the 
later 1930s became more politically engaged especially around Spain. She also kept 
scrapbooks and used photos as part of the research for Three Guineas (1938), 
becoming an activist on behalf of Spanish refugees.
43
 If Three Guineas had not, as 
non-fiction, been excluded as a text for the Mass thesis, its political vision could have 
been integrated into the analysis, and thus led to a more nuanced reading of Woolf’s 
last novel Between the Acts. Through its strict focus on the novels, a correct approach 
for the English Department of that period, the Mass thesis reflected the view of Woolf 
as a non-political writer which came to be established after her death. The irony was 
that Nuri Mass would have had some understanding of the Spanish politics of Three 
Guineas, even of the connections with women writers from Argentina, in particular 
Victoria Ocampo, with whom Woolf corresponded.
44
  
 
It is possible that Ocampo’s journal Sur, published in Buenos Aires, may have made 
its way into the Mass household. Ocampo collaborated with Woolf, created strong 
intellectual connections among Woolf’s London-based circle, wrote about 
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cosmopolitanism and a shared New World Europeanism.
45
 In 1927, Woolf was 
dubbed “the English Proust” in an article in La Gaceta Literaria,46 but when the 
Spanish Civil War interrupted Woolf criticism in Spain, that project transferred to 
Argentina. There it was diversified and politicised by Victoria Ocampo in her network 
of Anglo and Hispanophone periodicals, developing goals of transnationality and a 
world federation.
47
 Ideas current among Spanish New World thinkers in the 1920s, 
which were not unlike the aspirations of Raoul Mass’s Ashes of Gold, were by 1936 
changing in the international response to the fascist catastrophe in Spain. Raoul soon 
fell behind in the debates about how to respond to rising fascism, as he languished in 
Sydney exile.  
 
Leonard and Virginia Woolf worked with activist and intellectual groups in 
publicising the Republic’s causes through political education programs in England, 
and were among the first prominent intellectuals to defend the Second Republic in the 
press.
48
 Woolf saw the survival of Spain as vital to the survival of England, with 
Spain the frontline in the fight against fascism. Her friend Victoria Ocampo took in 
exiled Spanish writers, published anti-fascist material in Sur, and then published a full 
Spanish translation of Woolf’s To the Lighthouse, followed by the first full 
translations of A Room of One’s Own, Orlando, Mrs Dalloway and Three Guineas.  
  
About to embark upon her study of Woolf’s novels by 1940, Mass would not have 
been aware of Woolf’s own evolving ideas about Spain and fascism, the turmoil 
between the generations of the left, and the arguments Woolf put forward in Three 
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Guineas in 1938. Spain in the 1930s was very important to Woolf’s political/literary 
ideas, as she was working out a new synthesis in her fiction and essays. Nuri knew 
none of this, and the translation of her father’s book had proved a wasted and 
damaging experience, resulting in her deep alienation from Spanish realities and 
politics. Ironically the fate of Raoul’s book, rejected by Angus and Robertson, might 
have been different. In England at the time, John Lehmann and Stephen Spender were 
actively supporting translations of Spanish writers, and publishing them in Lehmann’s 
New Writing, as part of their anti-fascist work for Spain, especially after Lorca’s 
assassination. Saving Spain became saving civilisation, saving writing and poetics.
49
 
There may have been a publisher for Raoul’s book, but not in Australia. Franco’s 
victory was declared in March 1939, and news of Spain limited and censored in 
Australia as the war came.
50
 The Mass family was cut off from news, with Raoul still 
desperately wanting his book published for a new generation. It was an impossible 
task, and his lost cause, a last effort to express some hopes for universalism and 
peace.  
 
Her research work on Woolf would allow Nuri Mass to think more deeply about her 
own inner world of voices and feelings, the stream of consciousness of the modern 
sensibility. But the question of what reality is, and how to write about it, persisted 
throughout her life. How was she to create adult experience in text? As an early 
scholar of Woolf’s writings, she brought a curiously well-suited otherness to the task, 
as reflected in her insights and new perceptions. This chapter has taken Nuri Mass 
through childhood, family dynamics, a mentor, publications, creative aspirations and 
success at university. It concludes as she enters postgraduate life, ready to encounter 
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Woolf as a new reader. Gifted, driven, with a rich if traumatic life experience from 
Argentina to Sydney, Mass has discipline and organisational skills, youthful 
arrogance and excitement about ideas. Already a published children’s author, she 
wants to be a writer of adult fiction but still feels shut out of the mysterious world of 
“experience.” While parental demands continue, she works to combine academic 
studies and creative writing. In the next chapter, Mass the young postgraduate moves 
into a world of intense research within the English Department, encountering teachers, 
campus debates about modernist literature, and a world war. 
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Chapter 4 
The University Way 
 
This chapter further develops the university context explored in “Woolf in Australia,” 
with closer attention to the University of Sydney’s English Department structure and 
teachers, current methodological and critical approaches and campus debates about 
modernism and literary criticism. Nuri Mass researched and submitted her thesis 
shortly after Woolf’s suicide in 1941, something which changed the dynamics around 
the work. The chapter concludes with a consideration of campus novels by young 
women, including two by Mass herself, indicating the ways the expansion of women’s 
education was shaping the choices made by young women scholars of the period. The 
Mass thesis on Woolf acts as a useful point of fusion for the confluence of events and 
changing conditions for women, war and education in the late 1930s and early 1940s.  
 
 
The University of Sydney and its English Department  
 
During the 1930s, the University of Sydney was in financial difficulties which 
affected staff and students alike. The Depression had left a legacy of conservatism and 
scarcity of resources, but by the late 1930s changes began to be made to the 
curriculum, with new appointments and changes in degree structures, especially in the 
Arts Faculty. When Nuri Mass started undergraduate life in 1937, the Arts Faculty 
had been restructured, with an Honours stream established for both the BA and MA. 
Mass benefitted from these opportunities, as well as from an expanded curriculum, 
with more freedom of choice opening up new fields of study. By the close of the 
118 
1930s, research was beginning to be assigned a high priority, with more attention paid 
to encouraging post-graduate study.
1
 Faculty of Arts minutes stipulated that an MA 
thesis would normally be 20,000 words, but as there was no restriction on length 
Mass’s 180,000-word thesis was accepted. As no PhD degree was available at the 
time, her thesis, no matter how long and how good, could only be awarded an MA 
Honours. 
 
The two English Department academics central to Nuri Mass’s choice and execution 
of a study of Virginia Woolf were Robert Guy Howarth (1906-1974),2 appointed to a 
lectureship in 1933, and A. J. A. Waldock (1898-1950),
3
 who took up the Chair of 
English Literature in 1934. While Waldock promoted the extension of the English 
curriculum to include twentieth-century English Literature, Australian Literature and 
American Literature,
4
 it was Guy Howarth who stood out as a major influence in the 
transitional period from the late 1930s to the end of the war. An innovative teacher 
and builder of bridges to the wider creative community, he taught new modernist 
texts, engaged with students, and brought non-academic writers and intellectuals onto 
campus. His former student A. L. McLeod described Howarth as an energetic, 
provocative and sociable teacher, poet and writer, who influenced a generation of 
students including Mass.
5
 Howarth lectured on English scholarship, which covered 
modern literature, verbal and textual criticism, bibliographical description, book 
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production, editing, and advocated an eclectic approach to literary criticism. Nuri 
Mass followed this pluralist approach in her thesis and her ideas on literature, 
establishing also a lifelong interest in the book itself, which underpinned her 
subsequent work as a printer, publisher and producer of books as artefacts.
6
  
 
Drawing on his own student experiences, Howarth’s biographer A. L. McLeod wrote about 
the critical methods taught by the English Department in the late 1930s, particularly how 
Professor Waldock managed the newly emerging changes brought about by the impact of 
the theories of F. R. Leavis.  
 
The critical approach favoured by the department – never explicitly stated 
or taught – was the traditional biographical-historical one. … While the 
New Criticism was alluded to in the Honours courses, its methodology was 
not wholeheartedly embraced – though the distinguished Cambridge critic 
F. R. Leavis shared some of the concepts of the New Critics. Waldock’s 
choice apparently was to hasten slowly.
7
 
 
A time of uncertainty prevailed, with the coming of war. Campus life by 1940 was 
impacted by severe wartime restrictions, with only essential courses of study 
permitted, and some curtailment of research work.
8
 All male students of military age 
were liable for service under manpower laws, resulting in a reduction in the number of 
male students, while “there will be no restriction upon the number of women students 
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or medically unfit males.”9 The University of Sydney was an Oxford/ Cambridge 
clone, with Lent, Trinity and Michaelmas terms and the tutor system. The late 1930s 
and early war years were politically and intellectually fervent, with Union debates 
about patriotism, empire and revolution, while new books became ever harder to get 
because of increased censorship and paper shortages. At the University Union in 
1941, debate topics highlighted the uncertainties of campus life at a time of unclear 
futures for individuals and countries.
10
 
  
Student political activity increased with the growth of Fascism but it was also noted 
that, among many undergraduates, after years of enforced economies during the 
Depression, surviving and studying were the central focus. Debates, magazines and 
new ideas nonetheless flourished. The Union Recorder, begun in 1921, reported on 
University life, along with Hermes Magazine and Honi Soit, the new student 
publication, which first appeared in April 1929 as the official organ of the Students 
Representative Council. Nuri Mass contributed letters to all these publications, while 
attending talks and debates. The University was modernising, more women students 
were becoming involved in debates, and ideas were in play.
11
 For Nuri Mass this was 
a time of great opportunity, especially as a young woman filled with the passion to be 
a writer and part of a new Australian literary landscape.  
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The Australian English Association and Southerly 
 
Guy Howarth was active in the Sydney branch of the Australian English Association 
(AEA), arranging for visiting writers, including Stephen Spender, a Bloomsbury 
contact, to address the association, and encouraging honours and masters students, 
including Nuri Mass, to speak about their research. One of his most significant 
contributions was founding and editing a new journal Southerly in 1939, so expanding 
the possibilities for the publication of new writing and research.
12
 The new literary 
magazines, Southerly (Sydney) and Meanjin (Melbourne) introduced the formal 
critical essay into twentieth-century Australian literary criticism, although the bulk of 
criticism was still written outside the university, even after the war. Southerly brought 
together academic and creative work, so that over time, as David Carter outlines, a 
new generation of critics emerged from university English departments, applying new 
standards and eventually institutionalising Australian literature into the mainstream of 
English and European literature.
13
 This process was just beginning as Mass began her 
study. 
 
Angus & Robertson, as Sydney-based publishers, had previously had uneasy relations 
with academia, but Southerly allowed a new discourse to develop between writers and 
academics, in part through networks of friends. Students like Mass were offered the 
opportunity not only to undertake a lengthy research project on a significant writer, 
but then the possibility of publishing this material at least in essay form in Southerly. 
Publisher Walter Cousins also found Nuri Mass employment with Angus & 
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Robertson after she finished her thesis, working as assistant and trainee editor with 
Beatrice Davis.
14
 Davis was a close friend of Guy Howarth and joined the AEA, 
attending campus meetings. Walter Cousins was doubtful at first that contact with 
academia would in any way benefit the company, but Davis wanted to publish more 
local literature and pressed him to support Southerly, which was publishing poetry and 
stories by Australian writers as well as critical material. Though contributors were 
unpaid and the magazine put together by members of the English department, headed 
by Howarth, high printing costs and small circulation were slowly having their effect. 
Somehow Davis managed to convince Walter Cousins to take over the publication of 
Southerly and Angus & Robertson paid the magazine’s bills over many years.15 This 
great gesture of support demonstrated the interconnected networks of writing and 
publishing in Sydney and the positive influence of Guy Howarth and Beatrice Davis. 
Howarth set the tone for the war years in 1940, editorialising that literary activity 
should not be suspended because of the war. It was a social and literary duty to 
continue to create new work, the spiritual resources of the human mind needing this, 
he wrote, in the poisoned relationships of the times.
16
 This was the positive 
atmosphere that existed around research as Mass worked on her thesis. 
 
Southerly’s coverage of modernism included reports as well as original material, and 
discussion of the intersection of modernism and the local. H. M. Green, in his essay 
“What is Australian Literature?” wrote about changing relations with ideas from 
abroad, moving beyond self-conscious nationalism: “The form, the method, the idea, 
matter more to the best of our young writers than the place and the essence of the 
place. … Fortunately there remain a few writers who have learned from overseas 
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without forgetting their own country.”17 In a review of the nationalistic school known 
as the Jindyworobak movement, C. R. Jury challenged the oppositional postures of 
nationalism: “I do not like this harping on the oppressiveness of the European 
tradition. We Australians are most of us Europeans, whether we like it or not.”18 
 
An editorial by Howarth in July 1940 stated the case: Southerly should be open to 
“experimentalists, radical writers, futurists; to be as liberal as possible in the matter of 
new literary attempts.” The parent body of the English Association had come out 
against modern poetry and literature, using the term “modern” narrowly, provoking 
Howarth to declare that the AEA “will commit itself to no such condemnation of 
modern experiment ... The more original the better.”19 
A report on “Moderns – Old and New,” outlined two courses of extension lectures by 
members of the English Department in April 1941, which covered Joyce, Sitwell, 
Eliot and Pound but not Virginia Woolf.
20
 A long essay on James Joyce in Australia 
focussed on the censorship of Ulysses: “a new method of intimate portraiture – a close 
up of the mind at work – which increases the range of the novelist’s instrument.” 21 
Virginia Woolf’s work was not mentioned in Southerly until 1942, with publication of 
the Leonard Woolf / Howarth / Mass material discussed in chapter 6. 
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The State of Literary Criticism  
 
A recurring debate in the later 1930s among academics and writers visiting the 
campus was the changing state of literary criticism. Terms were often undefined, 
however reports in the Union Recorder
22
 help to frame the ambient tone among those 
thinking about the new writing. Literature’s role in the national culture, its 
international influences and changing forms of writing, were the main focus of 
discussions. Modernism internationally was dealing with a new set of political 
challenges, and as these debates came to Australia there was a commensurate change 
in engagement with the political scene. The strongly leftist realist beliefs of many 
Australian writers meant that modernist writing was not always seen as valuable in the 
context of debates about the socialist/political value and superiority of realism. While 
these campus debates and disputes were loose in form, fractious and filled with the 
flavour of unresolved opinion, they have value in showing the issues discussed in the 
context of University life. Nuri Mass attended many of these debates, and also had 
access to accounts of them in the Union Recorder. In her later novel about the 
university, The Gift, these debates form the backdrop of student life. 
  
Coverage of debates was detailed, as for example the Literary Society discussion in 
April 1937 of E. M. Forster’s A Passage to India and his critical book Aspects of the 
Novel.
23
 Forster was said to present a new and important conflict between plot and 
character in the modern novel, with the “inner lives” of individuals struggling against 
plot, against social forces and traditions. The novelist’s role in trying to reconcile this 
inner life with public life was criticised by the speaker, with Forster accused of 
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invoking mysticism about this “unseen” life, since the realist view dominated most 
discussions.  
 
The annual dinner of the AEA in June 1937 focussed on “The Need for Literary 
Criticism,” with speakers Leslie Rees and Vance Palmer (husband of Nettie Palmer).24 
Both noted that too many writers went abroad and were lost to Australia because of 
the thirst for mature literary assessment. The great need was for a world standard of 
criticism, which presupposed organs of criticism, plus critics with knowledge and 
aesthetic honesty. For novelist Vance Palmer, there were two contrary literary streams 
in Australia, one coming from England, a pseudo-cultured writing which did little to 
fertilise local writing. The other had its source in the country but was hampered by a 
feeling that Australia was a new world sufficient unto itself. Something new was 
needed, not likely to come either from merely English sources or even from purely 
local springs, but from a blending of the two, from contact with the larger current of 
world thought and world ideas. As to which world ideas might produce this new state, 
there was where the conflicts arose.  
 
This idea of conflicting streams depicts something of the state of mind of Nuri Mass 
as she moved through her university career. She too desired a life as creative writer in 
Australia and had already produced children’s books that stressed Australian material 
and stories. Her education and her research on Virginia Woolf and modernist 
literature had the two-fold effect of contextualising new ideas but also strengthening 
her commitment to Australian literature as a writer, publisher and intellectual. She can 
be clearly positioned as part of this more nuanced consciousness invoked by the AEA 
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talks, acknowledging that a new Australian literature benefited from deeper openness 
to European and English writers, to new modernist experiments. It was a fiercely 
fought debate and opposition to European modernism remained powerful.  
 
In July 1938 the AEA hosted a major talk on “Language, Meaning and Criticism,” 
focussed on the methods outlined in I. A. Richards’ Principles of Literary Criticism. 
The proposition was that the meaning of words is not fixed and definite but varies 
according to context, described as “the context theory of meaning.”25 As a follow-up, 
the Association then held a lecture on “The Use and Abuse of Biography in 
Criticism.”26 Writing about the private lives of celebrated people, gossip, is not 
criticism, so what is the proper use of biographical and historical research in the study 
of literature? The stress was on the need to develop a clearly defined academic literary 
criticism and this became the common thread through all the many debates during the 
period. For Nuri Mass, these debates did not assist her method, as so little was known 
about Virginia Woolf outside her texts. 
 
Mass absorbed these debates and applied a pluralist textual and contextual approach 
to her study, in keeping with the methods of the English Department at that time, with 
little Leavisite influence. However, the lines of argument were forming as the Union 
Recorder debates make clear, and distant theories were beginning to register in local 
debates. Times were changing towards more formalist ideas of criticism, which had 
implications for the later exclusion of Woolf’s work from the curriculum, and the 
formation of a strict modernist canon and critical style. In this context Professor 
Waldock and Guy Howarth were breaking boundaries in promoting new research on 
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important modernist women writers like Woolf. Before the university introduced 
courses in Australian Literature, the two worlds of local writing and scholarly 
modernist debate remained a distance apart. Mass’s thesis was a meaningful step 
along the way, in that she was encouraged to engage academically with Virginia 
Woolf but not with her own Australian culture, while in her writing life she was 
publishing local material and had developed a good relationship with the best local 
publishing house. For her the two streams did both matter but remained separate for a 
time. 
 
A glimpse of the tensions about choices of study come from another source, a young 
student just two years behind Nuri Mass. Deirdre Cable (later Moore)
27
 completed her 
English Honours thesis during 1942. Intending to research and write about Australian 
fiction, she was advised by Professor Waldock that this would be “a waste of good 
critical ability.” Her enthusiasm for Australian literature met a negative: “But there is 
so little there Miss Cable. So very little of it.” To argue was unthinkable, she was 
stunned, speechless. “My professor’s attitude, typical of the academe of this time, was 
inappropriate. Our cultural cringe is deeply rooted.” Cable also commented on the 
status of critic F. R. Leavis in the English Department during her undergraduate years. 
“Leavis was The Light, Leavis was God. I had submitted Leavisite essays for three 
years.”28  
 
The Leavis influence was growing in importance for undergraduates but had not 
impacted on Mass. A matter of only a few years separated Mass from this critical 
influence on her thesis project and may have had a longer-term impact on its failure to 
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be published locally. It could even be suggested that her thesis may never have started 
had she begun only two or three years later than she did. The first and only teaching 
of Virginia Woolf in any undergraduate courses at the university was with Mrs 
Dalloway in 1942, then To the Lighthouse in 1947 and 1948.
29
  
 
  
A Thesis on Virginia Woolf 
 
A research path opened up for Nuri Mass in late 1939, initiated by the English 
Department’s most enthusiastic supporters of modernist writing, Professor Waldock 
and Guy Howarth. Her teachers set the direction for this bright young student towards 
research in the new modernist area, a woman on a woman writer, although as she later 
remembered she was most reluctant at first. 
 
Prof Waldock announced that the department wished me to handle for my 
Master thesis an in-depth critical analysis of the works of Virginia Woolf, 
because she was important, and because, as yet, no full-scale treatment of her 
existed at that time. My flimsy exposure to VW’s work previous to this had 
repelled and even angered me. I had no time for the so-called private 
symbolism, a strong feature among the moderns of those days. I saw Virginia 
Woolf as another literary egotist. The University’s directive that I should do my 
Master thesis on her work fell upon me like a sentence !!! … I was alone with 
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the books themselves. No guidelines, no full scale critical analysis, only a 
scattering of book reviews.
30
 
 
Mass left no detailed commentary about her supervision, but her teachers Waldock 
and Howarth clearly had great influence over her thesis, which was very much a 
product of the Department’s method at that time. They might not have anticipated its 
length and scope but, having taught Mass, they knew she would be able to embrace 
the daunting task given her personal creative drive. The suggestion of Woolf was 
really innovative. Professor Waldock’s matching of Mass and Woolf has unclear 
motivation, beyond that recalled by Mass, but it seems to have been a gendered 
gesture by Waldock, to put a brilliant young woman onto a pioneering first intensive 
assessment of Woolf, indicating also a critical turn towards modernist women writers. 
Mass now had a new challenge – Virginia Woolf. With little knowledge of Woolf, 
still opinionated and sceptical of modernist ideas, she was open to the influences of 
her teachers and also her mentor Walter Cousins. Her teachers were perfect for her, 
Guy Howarth as supervisor, an Australian-born, Oxford-educated academic with 
Bloomsbury connections, and Waldock a Joyce scholar.
31
  
 
Mass’s correspondence with Walter Cousins at this time reflects her initial struggle to 
embrace the Woolf project. She writes to him of “an entirely different style of 
literature to any I have before been used to … I cannot say that I admire the modern 
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tendencies in novel-writing … The moderns seem crude and quite unlovely … but 
experience must be gained mustn’t it?”32  
 
As her research proceeded, she described the process and problems encountered, 
while Cousins sent her books and articles to supplement her library reading.  
  
The past few weeks have been exceptionally full – I am working for my 
thesis, and that takes a lot of time as there are certain books in the library 
(Fisher) which must be read for it and yet which are in fair demand among 
the lecturers and other students. This means, of course, that I have to read 
them just whenever I can get them and in as short a time as possible.
33
  
  
 
Before long some deep text immersion and over-identification with her subject 
appeared to be happening, but also the gradual emergence of her thesis structure.  
 
By the time I had finished making huge quantities of notes, I was thinking 
with the mind of VW to such an extent that my appraisal of her work 
seemed to be originating at the very source of that work rather than from a 
viewing point outside of it… Day and night this consciousness remained 
with me – became me. Her thought processes became my thought 
processes, her feelings my feelings. But I was losing as well as gaining – 
health, sleep, digestion… Subjecting Virginia Woolf’s philosophy and 
technique alike to microscopic scrutiny, I was finding each to be an 
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integral part of the other. Three main sections emerged, over precious 
weeks, one after the other.
34
  
 
 
There were few critical analyses of Woolf that Mass could initially access, apart from 
a scattering of book reviews and essays, but she had all the novels. Having lost time 
finishing her father’s book, with her deadline for submission looming, she needed a 
smooth passage to completion, when news of Woolf’s death broke and suddenly 
everything changed. Her scholarly world of notes and novels erupted, like modernism 
itself, after she read a brief news report in the Sydney Morning Herald, Virginia 
Woolf was dead. “Virginia herself walking out into the sea and into eternity, a 
darkness falling upon my world, the spirit going out of me. Then for the first time in 
months a sleep so profound it was as though after weeks, I slept for 29 hours.” Her 
reaction was deep, sudden and resonating with the novels she had been reading:  
 
as though her mind and mine had melded into one . . . when, in the midst of 
it all, Virginia Woolf suicided by drowning in the River Ouse, her all-
engulfing darkness became mine as well. ... In one life-span how many lives 
does one human being actually live? and often with no apparent connexion 
between them.
35
  
 
As with her close reading of the links between Mrs Dalloway and Septimus, Mass felt 
connected with Woolf through the text. It was to be a powerful experience of shock 
with long term implications.  
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Guy Howarth wrote an obituary about the death and the legacy of Woolf, published 
on 19 April 1941. A certain tone and judgement about the suicide was reflected there, 
although he made a generous assessment of Woolf’s work. In “A Prose Poet: Virginia 
Woolf – Fear Death By Water,” Howarth wrote that the author of The Voyage Out, To 
the Lighthouse and The Waves was “presumed drowned in the River Ouse – and 
pitiful.”36 Her major work was done well before death, he claimed with confidence, 
no new novel having been published since The Years in 1937. “Virginia Woolf had 
probably done all the work she was endowed to do.” This assessment, implying that 
Woolf’s work had peaked and was in decline, was incorrect on several counts given 
the fast-tracked release of the novel Between the Acts. Howarth gave an astute 
assessment of Woolf’s work: fame came with To the Lighthouse, A Room of One’s 
Own made her popular as well as challenging the literary supremacy of the male over 
the female, and she was a leader of the modern novel in her lyrical use of the stream 
of consciousness method. In comparison with Joyce’s crude insensitivity, Woolf 
showed what a woman’s mind can make of the novel, he felt.37  
 
Howarth’s influence as her supervisor meant that his views carried weight as Mass 
worked through the last stage of reassessment. His obituary drew an arc of the work 
as in decline, setting up the critical context, fixing the gender bias in comparisons 
with Joyce and other male modernists. How the appearance of a new novel might 
have changed ways of thinking about Woolf’s death is hard to assess, but this did 
affect Mass’s judgement of Between the Acts. The new novel’s appearance altered the 
shape of Woolf’s pattern of work which no longer looked like it was in decline. 
                                                          
 
36
 R. G. Howarth, “A Prose Poet: Virginia Woolf,” Sydney Morning Herald 10 April 1941. 
 
37
 Howarth, “A Prose Poet.” 
133 
Indeed, there were clear signs of new themes emerging, which Mass detected in the 
last stage of her research.  
 
As to Mass’s attitude to the suicide many writers have speculated about the impact of 
Woolf’s death on her reputation and legacy.38 Research by Jeffery Berman39 on 
student attitudes establishes clear reactions to a writer’s texts when that writer has also 
suicided. While having limited application to Woolf’s actual death, a suicide in the 
heightened circumstances of war and the bombing of London, knowledge of the 
writer’s suicide does affect the reading of the text. An author who depicts a suicide in 
a text and then also takes her own life affects readers, through both the real and the 
imagined suicide, and this was so for Mass. She also connects water in the texts with 
the drowning death at times in her thesis (chapter 5). 
 
With the help of Walter Cousins, Nuri Mass acquired a combined obituary/review of 
Between the Acts by Hudson Strode in the New York Times,
40
 and was also able to 
purchase her own copy of the novel in Sydney. The speed with which Between the 
Acts went into production and then arrived in Australia was notable, especially in that 
period, given the war and related shortages.
41
 On 10 November 1941, Mass wrote to 
Cousins thanking him for sending cuttings, reviews and advance notes on the 
posthumous publication. “I’ve been simply marvelling at my good fortune, for the 
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value of the thesis would, I feel, have been considerably impaired by a lack of first-
hand acquaintance with this last, extremely important book.”42  
 
Acutely aware that she was now writing a thesis based on Woolf’s completed fiction, 
a very different proposition, Mass wrote to Leonard Woolf at the Hogarth Press, 
emboldened by the news of a new novel. No copy of this letter remains, though it was 
sent sometime between April and August 1941 as she recalled later: “After Virginia 
Woolf’s death, and when my thesis was nearing completion, I wrote to her husband 
Leonard Woolf. I explained what I was doing, and asked him if there were any other 
works as yet unpublished.”43  
  
Two letters sent to Mass by Leonard Woolf are among her papers, the first dated 8 
August 1941,
44
 from Tavistock Square, just four months after Virginia Woolf’s death, 
the second dated 3 July 1942, postmarked from Monks House. Mass’s later 
correspondence with Leonard Woolf and his contribution to Southerly are explored in 
chapter 6, after the closer reading of the thesis itself in chapter 5. Her initial query to 
Leonard Woolf indicated that Mass was determined her thesis cover as fully as 
possible whatever extra material might be available.  
 
8 August, 1941 
Dear Miss Mass, 
I was interested by your letter and wish I could help you. Unfortunately it is 
impossible, MONDAY OR TUESDAY has been out of print for many years 
and it is not now possible to get a copy here. It was however published by 
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Harcourt, Brace in America and I rather think is still in print there. You might 
be able to get a copy from them (their address is 383 Madison Avenue, New 
York City, U.S.A.), but I fear from what you say, it might be too late for you. 
If your thesis is published, I should like to see a copy.  
Yours sincerely Leonard Woolf 
45
 
  
 
Mass also wrote to Cousins, stressing how important the Hudson Strode review was 
for her as an alternate opinion. An academic, novelist and memoirist, Strode had 
travelled in Europe, met Gertrude Stein and other modernist writers, and taught 
modernist literature at the University of Alabama.
46
 Significantly for Mass, his review 
included speculation about the circumstances of Woolf’s death. It became clear that 
the suicide was a major news item and would convey some celebrity sheen to Woolf’s 
life and death. Strode wrote:  
 
When Virginia Woolf quietly wrote a farewell note to her husband, took 
her stick – so fixed is habit – and went on her favourite walk across the 
summery meadows down to the Ouse to slip under the water, it was a sad 
hour for English letters. Why did she do it? No one knows precisely. It 
may well have been a combination of four factors – sorrow over the war 
with its breeding hatreds; the demolition of her Bloomsbury apartment 
(“They are destroying all the beautiful things!” she cried); the revising of 
her book, which always caused her pain; and the fear of “an old 
madness” coming over her. … She was still working on the final 
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revisions (of Between the Acts) when the compulsion for the ultimate 
escape seized her. It is with curiosity, profound regret, and a cool sort of 
reverence that one takes up the last work of the sole indisputable genius 
among contemporary British women-of-letters.
47
  
 
 
Strode’s references to compulsion for Woolf to take the ultimate escape, the old 
madness, a farewell note to her husband, became some of the key descriptors of the 
death, information beyond anything Mass had heard before. A letter to Cousins in 
November 1941 showed Mass working through her ideas, not convinced by Strode’s 
positive assessment of the last novel. In her thesis she develops a contrary view about 
its bitter tone, growing increasingly confident of her own analysis, as her letter to 
Cousins attests.  
 
Having read the novel and written an 11,000 word long analysis of it, 
there remained one thing concerning it that I desired more than all others: 
that I might be able to know someone else’s opinion of it. I devoured the 
article you sent. … Thanks to you and the reviewer, Prof Strode, my mind 
is now completely at ease. The thesis is progressing well, though it’s really 
an enormous work – several times larger than anything of its kind I’ve 
ever attempted before.
48
 
 
Retaining her equivocal position about modernist literature and criticism generally, in 
the light of Woolf’s death, there was a resurfacing in Mass of older views about 
personal grievance, wrongly attributed to this new novel. Mass was also seeing for the 
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first time something of Woolf’s family and painterly connections as her life story and 
biographical material came into the news. 
  
I have a serious bone to pick with most critics of modern literature, that 
being that they seldom seem to be able to view things in their right 
proportions. Either they are conservative and condemn anything that 
attempts to break free from tradition or else they favour innovation to the 
extent of praising it right and left whether or not they have any real 
understanding of it and regardless of its faults. To write about Between the 
Acts and omit any consideration of its unpalatable bitterness of tone and 
inartistic predominance of personal grievances seems a curiously one-
sided method of approach … I like the reproduction of the portrait by 
Vanessa Bell too. She is her sister, you know, and has a style almost as 
much her own in painting as Virginia has in writing. Altogether a most 
interesting family.
49
 
  
Cousins’ influence on Mass was broadly positive with respect to modernist literature 
but also reflected his position as a publisher. He provided assistance with information, 
reviews and ideas, and was a sounding board about modernism and creative writing, 
but he also had in mind the shaping of Nuri as an editor. Through this link, Mass 
developed a real connection with the world of publishing which was very different 
from her experience within the university, perhaps indicating why later she chose that 
more commercial world over academe, however conflicted she may have been. 
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Poignantly, in Mass’s archive I found her own copy of Between the Acts. On the back 
inside leaf she had pasted the Sydney Morning Herald Death Notice: “London April 
3rd, AAP, quoting The Times, Mrs Virginia Woolf, the novelist, ‘presumed to have 
drowned.’”50 Now an artefact in the story, the book also has clippings of the 
obituaries by Howarth and Strode, an advertisement from the New York Times Book 
Review, for the US Harcourt edition of Between the Acts, although her copy was the 
Hogarth Press edition, stamped Colonial Cloth.
51
 When combined with the Cousins 
and Leonard Woolf correspondence, this set of documents marks out the temporal 
sequence for the completion of the thesis and its shifting significance.  
  
The news of Woolf’s sudden death had to be incorporated into Mass’s research, a 
clear demonstration that biography impinged despite theories that it should not. The 
suicide itself was mentioned, at several key points in the thesis, with confusion about 
its meaning. While it occurred too late for her to alter core arguments in her draft, 
Mass added some paradoxical commentary (chapter 5), and a conflicted analysis of 
Between the Acts. In a sense everything changed at that moment of death, at least for a 
time, as it did more generally in the public judgement. The thesis itself went through a 
zone of shock, a context upheaval and a change of direction, all thousands of miles 
away from Woolf’s world.  
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Thesis Completion and Responses  
 
With her newly arrived copy of Between the Acts, and a partial change in analysis, 
Mass finished her thesis in time. It was submitted in February 1942, with the result 
announced in April 1942, “Class 1 and University Medal.”52 Professor Waldock 
described it as “a remarkable piece of work – she completely understood Woolf, the 
first to accomplish this. … In many ways this study was an advance on any criticism 
of Virginia Woolf that has up to that time been published, and I hope that it may 
appear in print.”53  
 
A prodigious document, the thesis was considered to be the first full-length academic 
study of Woolf, and its publication was assumed. Mass notes Woolf’s death in her 
Preface, as “a sudden and mysterious close.” This was pivotal moment in the 
reception of Woolf’s work; from this point it would be read in relation to the nature of 
her death and never again as the work of a living contemporary or separate from her 
biography and celebrity. A particular strength of the Mass thesis is that it incorporated 
both of these positions, as it evolved across the divide between life and death. In that 
regard it is a unique reading study. 
 
Guy Howarth wrote on 4 April 1942 to praise the thesis.  
 
Dear Miss Mass, Professor Waldock has told you of the success of your 
thesis. It was a remarkable piece of work, you completely understood 
Virginia Woolf, and you are the first to accomplish that. Will you 
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address the Australian English Association on Virginia Woolf? You 
might also consider publication of part of your work in Southerly.
54
  
 
While I have found no record of any examiners’ reports, Prof Waldock wrote a 
reference for Mass some years later in which he again praised the thesis.  
 
Miss Mass has a natural feeling for literature […] at its best in her treatment 
of the subject of her MA thesis – the work of Virginia Woolf. In many ways 
this study was an advance on any criticism of Virginia Woolf that had up to 
that time been published, and I hope that Miss Mass’s essay – revised and 
adapted – may yet appear in print. A. J. A. Waldock.55 
 
Nuri Mass reflected much later on the frightening merging process that had occurred 
during the writing of the thesis, and the crisis it presented for her in life choices. The 
intensity and pressure of that period took its toll on her emotional and physical health, 
a memory from which she distanced herself for decades.  
 
The Professor and one of the lecturers in the English Department expressed 
amazement over several aspects of it, and were curious as to how I had arrived 
at these. I stopped short of telling them that for a while I had, in fact, been 
Virginia Woolf. … It was the high point of my life.56  
 
A time of critical decision making followed, during which the English Department 
offered her a tutorship, the pathway to an academic career. She reports that Waldock 
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said to her “eventually you will be the first lady Professor of English in the history of 
the University.” However, with the help of Cousins, she had also been offered a 
trainee editorship in the publishing department of Angus & Robertson. They had just 
published her latest book, Cousins was her great mentor, and so she chose to go that 
way. Why? She says it was “an inverted sort of cowardice. … Leaving the University 
was one of the most significant departures in my life.”57 The four men, Cousins, 
Waldock, Howarth and her father Raoul, were a divergent chorus offering differing 
advice about her future, and practical choices had to be made while she was still in a 
place of emotional and creative confusion.  
 
Announcements of Mass’s MA success appeared in the press, where she was still 
known for her children’s books and past persona as a child prodigy: “Many former 
‘Sunbeamers’ have succeeded as writers and artists, including Nuri Mass whose MA 
thesis on Virginia Woolf has been described by a University professor as one of the 
most brilliant he has read.” Bold self-promotion and ability to get press coverage had 
always been a particular strength of both Mass and her mother. Reviews of her latest 
children’s book The Little Grammar People (Sydney: Angus and Robertson 1942) 
were promoted using Mass’s MA and Medal. Now well qualified, she is “writing of 
the problems of English grammar in a new primer story book.”58  
 
 
 
 
 
                                                          
 
57
 Mass, “I’ve Had My Magic,” 102-103. 
 
58
 Mass, Scrapbook 1. Aeroplane Press (4 June 1942), Daily Telegraph (4 June 1942), Sunday Sun (14 
October1945), 23. 
142 
The University Women’s Novel 
 
Nuri Mass reflected on her time at university in both her late memoir writing and 
some experiments in adult fiction. She published two novels in a new genre which 
began to develop as young women entered universities in the early twentieth-
century.
59
 Set on the campus during her student years at Sydney, her novels show the 
student experience through a different lens from the memoir. The university novels 
written by women gave voice to the intricacies involved in new lives as well as the 
harsh complexities of entering a new space,
60
 and so further our understanding of how 
Mass matured as a Woolf scholar. Woolf also wrote about the new women in English 
universities in A Room of One’s Own, Three Guineas and “A Women’s College from 
Outside,”61 which made her an important commentator on university culture for 
women of the period.
62
  
 
Australian writer Dymphna Cusack’s novel Jungfrau (1936) also set at Sydney 
University,
63
 is a good earlier example of the university novel. Cusack (1902-1981), 
who graduated from Sydney University in 1926 with a BA Hons, had found the 
university snobbish and hidebound, colonial-minded, narrowly conservative, with 
teachers who were English, or “worse, Australians who were completely Europhile 
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and completely bogged down in the past.”64 At the end of first year she gave up her 
English Honours course in favour of History and Philosophy. Unlike Mass, her 
professor discouraged Cusack from going on to an MA: “You’ve got an original 
mind. You can write, so write.”65 Jungfrau explores sexual dilemmas, seductions and 
abortions, infatuation with a teacher, young women’s difficult choices while on 
campus and later for careers. Cusack’s novel is more worldly and informed than Nuri 
Mass’s more romantic Randy Blair, though there were some common threads. Her life 
experience was broad compared with that of the rather withdrawn and naïve Mass. 
  
Novelist Dora Birtles (1903-1992)
66
 was a student at Sydney University in the 1920s, 
when she and her future husband Bert published poems about love making in the 
campus magazine Hermes and were suspended from the university. The charge 
recorded was “committing misconduct in writing a poem,”67 judged as too intimate a 
confession to either interest or amuse the normal mind.
68
 At a time of wide literary 
censorship, the University did not support modernist material written by a woman in 
its magazines.  
 
Randy Blair (1955) and The Gift (1969) were written soon after Nuri Mass’s student 
days but not published until she had established The Writers’ Press.69 Randy Blair is a 
short novel set in the publishing and editing world of Sydney. Randy Blair, a young 
woman wanting to be a writer, confronts male prejudice, self-consciousness, romance 
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and sex. Some elements of the story give insight into Mass’s choices and experience 
as a university graduate, as well as attitudes to modernism, and the influence of Woolf 
on her own writing. Randy sits in cafés writing novels and short stories, lives in the 
bohemian area of Kings Cross, works as a fiction reviewer for a small literary 
magazine, and worries about her inability to welcome sexual experience. “I want to be 
a writer, but everybody tells you can’t write until you understand life.”70 The novel 
explores sexual violence in marriage, tensions around an ambitious working woman, 
money and power, fidelity, independence and romanticism. Introduced to an 
important publisher who taunts her, Randy refuses to be insulted and patronised. The 
exchange is interesting, revealing attitudes about colonial degrees as well as sexual 
politics. “I believe Miss Blair that you’re a University woman. BA I suppose.” When 
she says she has an MA from Sydney University, he scoffs: 
 
My God, these third-rate provincial universities. Do you know what your 
MA means in Oxford? Nothing my girl. […] What do you know about real 
life? What have you ever done – besides swotting for exams? Where have 
you been? What sort of friends have you made – apart from blue-stockings 
with spectacles and round shoulders?
71
  
 
Randy Blair has the bold voice of Nuri Mass in her earliest correspondence with 
Walter Cousins, with the novel echoing Mass’s decision to leave the academy for 
editing work with Angus & Robertson and Shakespeare Head Press, before setting up 
her own business. After a romance with a con artist who takes money from her and 
tries to seduce her, Randy marries the older publisher, in an unresolved and 
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unconvincing ending.
72
 The irony here is that Nuri Mass did later marry a much older 
man in publishing, Sydney Horwitz, who died in 1957,
73
 leaving her with two small 
children and a print engraving company to run. Kenneth Slessor reviewed the novel: 
“it treats a contemporary Sydney theme with sophistication,” but he was more 
fascinated by the fact that Nuri had set up her own press to publish her book.
74
 
  
Nuri Mass’s second campus novel, The Gift (Alpha Books 1969) is also set at Sydney 
University in the late 1930s.
75
 The main character is again a female student, though 
given a disfiguring facial scar. She spends all her days at Fisher Library, has a close 
friendship with a very smart blind boy and fights with a nasty character who is anti-
semitic, pro-euthenasia, racist, and an identifiable Nazi. The novel deals with issues of 
disability and with what really matters. “Academic attainments were one thing, but 
‘growing up’ was another.”76 At the end of her BA, the young student has to decide if 
she will continue on towards the next degree. When her blind friend suddenly dies 
from a cerebral haemorrhage she returns to her studies. “The exact subject of my 
research work had yet to be decided upon. No lectures, no curriculum.”77 On her 
graduation day, her degree is taken up by the wind and punctured full of holes that 
look like braille. The sadness and loss evoked in this novel would seem to reflect 
some aspect of Mass’s experience at university despite her great achievements. The 
Gift is a creditable novel, but adult fiction was never Mass’s major talent, with the old 
issues of lack of experience and romanticism lingering. The split between the creative 
and the scholarly also seemed to haunt her, although in her children’s literature she 
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successfully fused scientific and educational content with fantasy and imagination. 
The low status of children’s literature was always a problem for women writers in that 
period and Mass wanted more than just recognition for her children’s books, however 
financially successful.  
 
Anna Bogen’s research establishes a link between women writers of university novels 
and those who produced children’s literature, such as Nuri Mass. Female students 
were caught in a bind, criticised for being too zealous, and yet met with surprise at 
their success. Children’s literature was an acceptable gendered sub-genre,78 but 
postgraduate research was a new space, difficult to enter. How much did Nuri Mass’s 
university experience mature her, develop her as a writer and researcher, equip her for 
life? What did she gain from studying Woolf? Mass asked herself these questions. She 
had journeyed from desert childhood to school to university, from intense research to 
editing, and yet remained doubtful whether her lived experience was enough, clearly 
undermined not by her own low confidence but the wider context in which such 
judgements are made. Woolf’s interior modernist fiction provided a possible writing 
method but Mass remained ambivalent about subjectivity and realism and did not find 
Woolf’s method fitted her. Nor did Woolf’s feminism fully illuminate for Mass the 
male definition of experience she felt she could not attain.  
 
How to get experience and of what kind, that was the challenge, when men’s 
experience was the measure. A way to write about sex as a woman was the problem, 
as it was also for Woolf in the eyes of many reviewers. Only when Mass set up her 
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own press could she publish her novels, after turning her back on academia and a 
much-prized tutorship.  
  
This chapter has explored the intellectual and personal dramas experienced by Nuri 
Mass as she worked on Virginia Woolf – the context, challenges on her time and 
attention, the changes after Woolf died and the completion and assessment of the 
thesis. Afterwards Mass has to choose between life as a writer or an academic. The 
university was changing around her as a result of the war, and new theories of literary 
criticism. She also faced sexual and financial pressures, and wanted a career that 
tapped into her deep creative drives. By rejecting the academic path, Mass took on 
many of Woolf’s own choices, a certain independence, but also the uncertainties of 
the wider world of literature.  
 
The next chapter explores the Woolf thesis as a critical text, examining its content and 
structure, followed in chapter 6 by an account of the outcomes of her research and 
Mass’s future life as writer and publisher.  
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Chapter 5 
The Nuri Mass Thesis: A Reading 
 
 
Introduction 
 
This chapter, the core of my study, explores Nuri Mass’s 180,000-word thesis in 
detail, with particular attention to its youthful voice and tone, tripartite structure, use 
of primary and secondary material, key arguments and internal conflicts. The impact 
of news of Woolf’s death in the latter stages of writing emerges as a key feature, 
creating a dynamic twist in final assessments, made visible in the text. I have 
attempted to retain something of the voice of Mass as she explores all the novels in a 
pressured time frame and in new territory. It is the record of a unique journey of 
comprehension by a new non-British young female reader. While condensing her 
analysis and drawing out its features in relation to literary criticism of the period, I am 
sensitive to its original features as a special piece of scholarship carried out at a 
unique time.  
 
From its outset, Nuri Mass established a distinctive, confident voice, making an 
independent claim to intellectual territory and methodology.
1
 Using Woolf’s essays as 
a key critical resource, Mass organised her thesis in three broad parts: Part 1 Her 
Philosophy; Part 2 Her Art: Prose and a Poet’s Vision; and Part 3 Her Novels. As 
their titles suggest, these three large sections work through Woolf’s philosophy, 
themes and preoccupations, her aesthetic techniques and innovations, and her body of 
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work, proceeding through all the published novels by individual title, as well as a 
number of critical essays and short stories,
2
 available through access to American 
journals, including The Atlantic Monthly, New Republic, Forum, The Bookman, and 
The Yale Review. Of the published studies available to Mass, she read Muir, Daiches 
and Holtby, disputing Edwin Muir’s analysis, finding Winifred Holtby’s work useful 
only for biographical information, and David Daiches useful for his mathematical 
examination of Woolf.
3
 Her study would concentrate on primary texts – with these at 
hand, she wrote in her Introduction, “there is need for no extraneous analyses or 
commentaries” – making clear from the outset that she regarded her study as open, 
exploratory and outside the weight of previous traditions and opinions. This freed her 
voice and her ideas to reveal reading and thinking in process, a perfect set of 
conditions for an early reading of Woolf.  
 
Feeling thus unencumbered by the weight of secondary materials, Mass chose an 
innovative method, using Woolf’s own essays as her principal source of commentary 
on the novels, allowing for a conversation between herself, Woolf and the texts. More 
recently this interplay between novels and essays has become a feature of Woolf 
studies in the twenty-first century. Woolf’s approach to essay structure and the role of 
the reader opens up the dialogic nature of Woolf’s work, the dynamic interaction 
between essayist and novelist, the writer and her reader.
4
 Woolf’s biographer 
Hermione Lee, in outlining the interconnected nature of her work, illuminates the 
challenge faced also by Nuri Mass, the difficulty in identifying the author’s voice in 
the texts. 
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To categorise these writings is an unstable operation. Everywhere you look 
there is cross-fertilization, overlap and the dissolving of divisions. Essays turn 
into fictions, fictions into essays; criticisms of others or readings of modern 
fictions may be commentaries on her own processes; recommendations of how 
to read may be demonstrations of how to write ... The overlap between essays 
and fiction is pervasive.
5
 
 
By using Woolf’s essays on modern fiction, Mass opened possibilities for her study to 
stretch beyond the literary critical practices of the university as taught up to that time, 
in turn reflecting the very challenge Woolf as modernist theorist was developing for 
the literary establishment, even regarded by some as a greater critical writer than 
novelist.
6
 Mass chose to find the unity in the whole body of work as she explored 
texts: “an experimentalist who honoured tradition, a critic who could also create, a 
scholar ..., a rationalist who traded in the fantastic, a visionary who was also a realist 
(1).” Essays by Woolf now regarded as landmarks of modernist studies enlivened and 
expanded the scope of the thesis, particularly in Mass’s exploration of Woolf’s 
“philosophy” and creative writing techniques.7  
 
From the outset, however, there was a fault line in the thesis that was destined to 
expose its key argument, as Mass cast her subject in the role of redeemer, a modernist 
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restorer of sanity after the traumas of the Great War. Counterposed to the male 
modernist writers, Lawrence, Eliot, Huxley and Joyce, Woolf’s writing was the 
female source of balance against the post-war period’s bitter, disillusioned and 
tormented male writers. This positive gendered view recurs through the whole thesis, 
a mix of an earlier idea of woman as healer with a modern feminist view. Woolf is 
cast as a moral as much as a feminist writer, struggling with her own post-war 
disillusionment, restoring balance to literature with humour and faith in humanity, and 
in the process evolving a new form of writing infused with transcendental spirit. 
Inevitably this vision was shaken to the core by news of Woolf’s suicide in late 1941, 
after Mass has written much of her first draft. This new reality, suicide, stood in 
contradiction with the transcendent and sane role Mass advocated for Woolf, and 
provokes some of the angst and discordant threads in the later writing. With some 
effort, Mass crosses the unanticipated bridge from living author to deceased subject, 
and ultimately constructs a new image of Woolf that loses little of the first spirit of 
encounter. It remains puzzling that A Room of One’s Own and Three Guineas were 
not included among the core texts in the thesis although Mass reads two precursor 
feminist essays.
8
 Their excision led to Mass’s misreading of Woolf’s last novel’s 
strong political tone, the late 1930s shift in Woolf’s politics generally, and the 
importance of Spain, resulting in Mass’s vision of a transcendent writer failing to 
incorporate a more politically engaged one.
9
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Finding the Writer Inside the Text  
 
However, at the beginning of her study of Woolf, and in choosing the tripartite 
structure, Mass embarks on her analysis with a stable subject and an open 
methodology. There is little repetition in the thesis as Woolf’s texts are subjected to 
multiple analyses, leaving until the third section the more traditional assessment of 
each of the novels in the order of their writing. The first two sections explore Woolf’s 
philosophy and techniques, creating theme clusters (“Multiple Selves,” “Time, Sex 
and Body,” “Memory and the Brain,” “Abstraction and Dual Vision,” “the Sea,” and 
“Feminism”). Establishing the nature and meaning of an authorial voice in Woolf’s 
works is the challenge, leading both to interesting insights and real problems about 
grasping Woolf’s use of multi-vocal layers, often blurring the lines between the 
thoughts of characters and thoughts or ideas Mass ascribed to Woolf herself. 
Throughout the thesis this slippage became an evolving demonstration of Mass’s 
elusive grasp of the new form she is exploring, just as Woolf the writer is inventing 
her new method – a fine example of the new reader evolving with the new forms. 
There were occasional benefits, as in Mass’s bold reading of Orlando. Indeed, her 
analysis of Orlando informed the whole thesis, underpinning Mass’s notion of 
outlining a possible intellectual biography of Woolf. The source of Woolf’s ideas and 
her life, her philosophy and biography, would be revealed in the texts themselves:  
 
That we should, in attempting to form an estimate of Mrs Woolf’s philosophy 
of life, regard her own literary compositions as our main source of information 
is justified – and, in fact, made inevitable – by what she herself said in 
Orlando, that “every secret of a writer’s soul, every experience of his life, 
154 
every quality of his mind is written large in his works, yet we require critics to 
explain the one and biographers to expound the other. That time hangs heavy 
on people’s hands is the only explanation of the monstrous growth”(3).10  
 
Thus, Mass embarked on a biography of the author’s ideas, assumed to be accessible 
throughout all the texts. That Woolf may have written Orlando as parody did not 
daunt Mass, nor did she register a need to separate the narrative voice within the 
novels from their authorial experiment in multi-vocal streams of consciousness. 
Writing in a time prior to the biographical material now available to readers and 
scholars of Woolf, and yet also before such biographical analysis was frowned upon 
during the ensuing Leavisite period, Mass searched across the texts for themes, 
patterns, insights, and in the process constructed her thesis. This conscious intent to 
find the writer inside the text, verging over time almost on identification with Woolf, 
later proved a psychological barrier when confronted with the real news of death, a 
fact whose meaning was hard to absorb and incorporate into her study. For Mass, 
Woolf was a writer always in search of “truth,” something complex and transcendent, 
solid but challenging certainty, leaving indefinite endings and no answers (3). This 
relational space that had opened up between reader and writer proved ambiguously 
potent for the young scholar, emotionally out of her depth and already traumatised by 
a childhood of family intensity and avoidance of realities.  
 
Mass routinely probes connections and resonances between the preoccupations or 
attributes of fictional characters and those of Woolf herself, arguing from the text to 
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the life, a habit of biographical reading Woolf herself was transforming. An 
exemplary case is that of Peggy from The Years, who is reckoned by Mass to be: 
  
like Orlando, and like almost every other of Mrs Woolf’s major characters 
because Mrs Woolf herself, was utterly bewildered by the multitude of things 
which call for explanation and imprint their message without leaving any hint 
as to their meaning. (6)  
 
The concentrated production of the thesis in a relatively short time span, and its 
process of treating all texts from the earliest to the last in sequence, makes it possible 
to witness a demonstrable shift to more nuanced reading and understanding of each 
novel, which I will highlight in working through the sections. Tracking Mass’s 
engagement with Woolf is made possible because she herself writes her responses 
into the text as she develops them, unafraid of variant interpretations, a form of 
thinking aloud. With no extant earlier drafts or handwritten notes surviving, I am 
working from her final thesis document. As I hope to show, the finished thesis itself 
has a dynamism allowing for interpretation of her evolving encounter with the texts, 
the ideas and the life of her subject. Mass uses two distinct applications for this 
expression of paradoxical opinion, one in relation to the texts themselves, the other in 
her response to Woolf’s death. From careful reading, plus later reflections in her 
autobiographical writings, it is clear that a large part of the thesis had already been 
composed when she needed to find ways to include the news of the death, and her 
feelings about that. Language and tone changes are quite clear, her specific reactions 
occurring in the first and last sections, and in the analysis of the posthumously 
published novel, as I will show.  
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In detailing the landscape of ideas in the novels, Mass was on solid ground, but 
faltered when she extended this to assumptions about the writer’s own views. 
Encountering a new kind of writing did gradually produce a shift in consciousness of 
this separation of author and narrator, aided by reading Woolf’s essays, including 
experimenting with the form of writing that could shift mid essay, and take on 
variations of view. Woolf’s repeated questions gradually become clearer to Mass – 
why here and not there? why this and not that? is it one or is it multiple? – the 
undermining of narrative certainties. Multiplicity and infinite incongruities in Woolf’s 
texts challenged the young Mass as she looks for clear pathways in her reading. Some 
clarity finally came to her with Mrs Ramsay in To the Lighthouse, making out of the 
moment something permanent. “In the midst of chaos,” wrote Woolf, “there was 
shape; this eternal passing and flowing ... was struck into stability.”11 Mass’s initial 
dismissal of the moderns as introspective and ego-driven gave way to the challenges 
of reading a new type of writing, which demanded skill in the reader and a new 
critical, intellectual grasp. She began to find the elements of paradox, stability in time 
passing and the moment caught, curled and whole like a wave, coordinating and 
fixing something into a complete whole – as painters were doing in the field of 
modernist visual art. Human complexities were the stuff of the novels, a view 
reinforced by Mass’s nuanced reading of the essay “Street Haunting,” where Woolf 
suggests “we are streaked, variegated, all of a mixture; the colours have run.”12  
 
A hatred of coercion in Woolf inspired rebellion in the writing, encapsulated for Mass 
in Mrs Dalloway as the struggle against the all-powerful doctor Sir William 
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Bradshaw, who could lock up the insane, impose a sense of proportion, and foster 
ignorance especially upon women (18-19). Rebellious indignation, as expressed in To 
the Lighthouse, stood as a broad rejection of parental tyranny. Knowing so little of the 
writer’s life, Mass nonetheless found “absolute frankness” in the novels, and Woolf’s 
determination to escape from the cocoon of Victorianism. She was thought able to 
gaze with equilibrium upon sordidness, scandal and beauty alike, requiring no 
disguises or deceptions. “We never find her gloating over ugliness as we do Huxley 
and Lawrence ... She records impartially, her sensibility intact” (24-26). Indeed, 
whenever mentioned, the male modern writers were characterised by Mass as 
“eternally adolescent, brooding, sneering and gloating over the little uglinesses of 
life” (27, 33). These negative asides, as instanced by “the tedious dissections 
perpetuated by Joyce” (34), recur throughout as points of comparison with Woolf, 
though none were referenced or substantiated. Given that Woolf championed Joyce in 
her essays, these negative views came from Mass herself.  
 
  
Themes and Preoccupations Identified in Part I: Her Philosophy  
 
In the first part of her thesis, Mass elucidates and explores Woolf’s philosophy in 
terms of a number of interrelated themes and preoccupations. These are clustered 
together and identified in the following five sub-sections dealing with multiple selves 
and silence, the body, time and memory, the unconscious or non-conscious mind and 
feminism. 
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a) Multiple Selves and Silence 
 
Mass expanded on the idea of multiplicity through Orlando’s multiform personality, 
“the enormous number of selves which constitute each one of us” (34), as also with 
Bernard in The Waves, who has a different self for every different room and even 
then, when alone, none of these. Human plurality, labyrinthine introspection and 
thought-monologues drove the novels for Mass, their open-ended human identity 
reaching a peak in To the Lighthouse with Mrs Ramsay’s thoughts that: “our 
apparitions, the things you know us by, are simply childish. Beneath it is all dark, it is 
all spreading, it is unfathomably deep; but now and again we rise to the surface and 
that is what you know us by” (34).13 Multiplicity of selves created incommunicability, 
futile attempts to bridge thoughts and share emotions with others. Characters such as 
Lily Briscoe, Jacob Flanders, and Bernard attempted communication but lived in a 
place of pretence, where speech was useless (35-36). This then was Woolf’s intention, 
to invoke silence, the place where understanding became possible through the 
exploration of fractured consciousness. To achieve this state, Woolf employed visual 
modes, abstracted shapes and colours, drawing the visual into the text. Mass explored 
with enthusiasm this visual and imagistic material, where silence fostered truth and 
words destroyed it, as in her example from Between the Acts in which a shell sings of 
what was before time, “holding the still, distilled essence of emptiness, silence.”14  
 
The experimental story “The New Dress,” read by Mass in Forum 1927, gave her 
ideas about how Woolf, by invoking the visual, could cross genres. With strong 
painterly associations, as in Lily Briscoe’s painting in To the Lighthouse, the story 
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captivated Mass’s interest and she quoted from its abstracted vision: “it was 
impossible that the black dot, leaning forwards, gesticulating, should make the yellow 
dot, sitting solitary, self-centred, feel what the black dot was feeling, yet they 
pretended” (35).15 The role of silence in this process reached its climax in The Waves, 
where not a word was uttered audibly, opening a new dimension in the writing 
process for Mass:  
 
the six introspecting characters revealing the mysteries of themselves and each 
other in solos, duets and choruses of complete silence … Repeatedly is silence 
made to add an unmistakable contribution to talk, surrounding it with an aura 
of meaning incommunicable through words alone … Indeed Mrs Woolf’s 
feeling for silence is sometimes almost mystic. (36-37) 
 
Post-war explorations of shattered imagery, broken, traumatised ordinary people and 
speechless revelations filled the novels and stories for this new reader. Mass gradually 
shifted her initial rejection of modernist egoism and found instead its complete 
opposite in Woolf, a reparative creative urge to make the world real. Woolf’s 
philosophy emerged as embracing science, creative and psychological reparations, 
experimentation, truth and the mixing of creative sources and forms. Woolf became 
for Mass one who “pits herself staunchly against egoism in every form,” (41) 
presenting wounded scattered psyches and finding deeper more hopeful meanings 
within. 
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Interrupted conversations and lost moments in the novels coexisted with passages that 
evoked oneness, patterns of wholeness and an indivisible humanity, fragmented and 
yet also whole. The separate particles of life, the chaos, existed within larger patterns 
in the text and in life. For Mrs Ramsay, association with other people made the walls 
of partition so thin that it was as if one stream. (46) Again, the essay “Street 
Haunting” provided the clearest image for Mass: “far enough to give oneself the 
illusion that one is not tethered to a single mind but can put on briefly for a few 
minutes the bodies and minds of others.”16 Humans can merge with otherness, with a 
wave, a plant or a flame. Nothing is only one thing, but rather part of a multiform 
structure connected by innumerable unsuspected bonds to everything else in the 
universe past and present, and capable of being seen in countless different ways from 
countless different angles. People existed outside time, containing within them the 
essence of all experience. Woolf’s major characters carried a sense of the past, and the 
continuity of being. They sought solidity, something secure, permanent, and yet 
existing in the current of “the maddening instability of passing time” (48-50). Thus, 
permanence and the unstable became themes that Mass explored in the novels as her 
grasp of Woolf’s complexity grew. 
 
 
b) Talking About the Body  
 
Woolf’s essay “Illness – an Unexploited Mine” led Mass to an investigation of the 
physical in the texts, seeing the body in new ways and bringing exploration of the 
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discordant state of physical illness from an unexpected angle.
17
 Woof wrote that: “All 
day, all night the body intervenes, blunts or sharpens, colours or discolours” (51).18 
Sensation and the transference of physical experience emerged in her reading, as in 
that between Septimus and Mrs Dalloway at the moment of his suicide, and with 
respect to Lily’s feelings about Mrs Ramsay: “How could one express in words these 
emotions of the body? ... It was one’s body feeling, not one’s mind. To want and not 
to have, sent all up her body a hardness, a hollowness, a strain.”19 Mass recognised 
Woolf’s new way of talking about the body, and her examples tapped the erotics only 
more recently recognised in critical writing on Woolf.
20
 Woolf’s Sapphic imagination 
and experience eluded Mass, but she intuited the significance of the body in Orlando 
and in the yearnings of Lily for Mrs Ramsay, quoting one of the most potent passages: 
“What art was there, known to love or cunning, by which one pressed through into 
those secret chambers? What device for becoming the object one adored? Could 
loving, as people called it, make her and Mrs Ramsay one?” (42).21 While Mass had 
no easy way to discuss the many gay, lesbian or Sapphic references in Woolf, she 
recognised the hiddenness in the sensual imagery, and the newness of the physical and 
sexual territory being expressed. Woolf wrote in Orlando that in all humans there is 
some vacillation from one sex to the other, interpreted by Mass to mean that there are 
no absolutes, but rather that feminine qualities tend to predominate in women just as 
masculine ones tend to predominate in men. Woolf’s arguments around androgyny 
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and sexuality were complex and often coded as recent scholarship explores,
22
 but 
Mass sensed the ambiguity in the texts. Woolf’s couples were seen to challenge 
conventional sexual meanings, with Lily Briscoe thinking that of all human relations 
those between men and women were the most insincere. In general Mass concluded 
that Woolf’s women were not at all ethereal, they were intuitive, highly developed, 
fluid and ambiguous, with strong physical presence. (54-58, 60)  
 
Love and power proved to be more challenging, with Mass indicating an unresolved 
dynamic in the novels between hatred of tyranny, and the ideal of unity. The feminist 
Mrs Woolf worked through a constant alternation of love and enmity, attraction and 
abhorrence, covered by countless little ceremonies and disguises, with men 
demanding all from women and women comparatively little from men. Lovers in the 
novels were rarely happy, never attractive and often seen almost with pity. Sexual 
love, referred to revealingly as “animalism” (70), confused Mass who in this area in 
particular was seeking some stable authorial presence for clarity. Not confident in 
dealing with sexual material herself, Mass talked of the “sordidness of bodily passion 
when this is an end in itself” (70), another source of her dislike of male sexuality in 
Joyce, Lawrence, and Huxley.
23
 Any philosophy of sexuality in Woolf ultimately 
eluded Mass, at the same time revealing her engaged struggle with the writing, the 
attitudes of her time, her youth and the lens of her life experience. 
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c) Time and Memory  
 
Themes of time and change, past and present in the novels were greatly enhanced for 
Mass by reading Woolf’s short essay “The Sun and the Fish.”24 The idea of a 
suspended moment was for Mass at the core of understanding the structure of the 
novels, “the sense of which Mrs Woolf shared with Bergson” (71). The writings of 
Muir and Daiches on the influence on Woolf of the philosopher Henri Bergson were 
Mass’s only source for ideas about dualities of change and permanence erupting from 
the contradictory material of the novels.
25
 Lost objects were never found, empty 
spaces resonated, empty rooms became meeting places between past and present, as 
“sudden transparencies through which one sees everything.”26 Here were peep-holes 
into truth, seconds containing within them all things, all times, fixed and indissolubly 
united. All main characters experienced these moments of intensified vision, the vital 
spark that animated life (72-73). Mass considered Woolf’s philosophy to be based 
upon an idea called “The World’s Memory,” where history was always present. 
Referencing “The Sun and the Fish,” an essay about a trip taken by Woolf and friends 
to see an eclipse of the sun in Yorkshire, Mass explored the ideas of perpetual 
recurrence and prehistoric consciousness, half-remembered and half foreseen patterns 
where all time was one, in which past and present were indivisible (77). Clocks were 
ever present, they shattered moments, set up vibrations, and emphasised the 
immediate present: “The quarter struck. It hurtled through her like a meteor …”27 
while the clocks of Harley Street “nibbled at the June day, counselled submission, 
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upheld authority” (78-79).28 In this example, temporality was also associated with 
pain and limitation, which Mass here attributed to something in Woolf’s own life. The 
idea of the writer’s “tortured mind” became a late feature of the thesis, breaking 
through at certain points, reading as an added comment late in the writing, after 
knowledge of Woolf’s death. Out of sequence in relation to the thesis’s overall 
structure and argument, the later imposition of certain connective ideas about the 
author’s death sit awkwardly and do not break the continuity of analysis to any great 
extent. They are mentioned here in so far as they impacted on Mass’s ideas about how 
time affected the tortured mind.  
 
 
d) “Sleeping on the Walls of the Mind”: Woolf’s Model of Consciousness 
 
Mass stayed on track with the structure she outlines in her Introduction, following the 
unfolding texts in her sections on Technique and the novels in sequence, from which I 
conclude they were substantially written before April 1941. Commentary related to 
Woolf’s death appears as a later addition, in the early and later sections, mirroring the 
multiple layers as in the works. The novels were said to belong “not to the ordinary 
surface world of little actions and appearances but to a mysterious and perilous 
borderland,” not the world of day to day but one less conscious, where a mysterious 
impressionism illuminated processes within the human heart and brain (82-83). From 
Woolf’s important essay “Phases of Fiction” Mass drew out the significance of her 
modelling of consciousness, of “thoughts, sensations, ideas, memories which were 
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apparently sleeping on the walls of the mind" (84).
29
 This shadowy yet translucent 
borderland was given new illumination not only by “Phases of Fiction” (85), but also 
the influential commentary by Woolf’s brother-in-law Clive Bell in The Dial (Dec 
1924). Bell pictured Woolf creating “through a cool sheet of glass, … let those who 
dare call the glass distorting … She is a poet and intellectual, increasing the sharpness 
of her vision, surrounded by a multi-coloured aura of things” (85-86).30 Bell’s positive 
words took Mass in quite a different direction, a corrective one emphasising Woolf’s 
cool intellectualism, control of material, restraint, separation from the torments of her 
characters. This early view of Woolf as controlled intellectual served as a timely 
counterpoint to the shock of thoughts about a diminished emotional subject, and 
helped steady Mass for her completion process.  
 
Had Nuri Mass’s thesis been completed before knowledge of Woolf’s death, it would 
have been a different document from any completed wholly after the event. Its 
uniqueness lies in the bridge between those two possibilities, an exercise in discipline, 
created by the urgencies of university deadlines and geographical distance from 
sources and dramas. Refocussing on the nature of abstraction in Woolf’s writing as 
part of her Philosophy, a space opens where everyday significances are altered, where 
precise observation and the mystical otherworld merge. Portraying Woolf as a writer 
of the fantastic as much as the wise and concrete, Mass allows for a duality of vision 
and method in the novels. “Phases of Fiction” had discussed Woolf’s approach to the 
work of Proust, from which comparison Mass creates a picture of Woolf herself in 
partly opposing terms as both thinker and poet, as both concrete and fantastical. (88)  
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For Mass in her own life, this was also a time of intellectual and psychological 
challenge. She was passionate about her own desire to be a writer, but also deeply 
involved with her readings of Woolf’s novels and essays. This represented an intense 
engagement with a major woman writer from whom she could learn. Maintaining any 
sense of distance and separation might have been impossible for a time, especially for 
a young woman whose own early writings were dramatic and self-reflexive. Small 
details gradually emerged in the press about Woolf’s life story (chapter 2), about the 
Bloomsbury group, the establishment of the Hogarth Press and about her political 
writings and advocacy, so that a more nuanced and varied writer confronted Mass. 
Assessing these threads of art and activism, she concluded that “essentially she was an 
artist rather than a practical reformer, returning to the “room of her own.” (106) Some 
acknowledgement of Woolf’s feminism was embraced and included within this 
distinction, and so formed the last part of the Philosophy section.  
 
 
e) Feminism of the Pen 
 
Many of the novels set in the past had suffrage and militant feminist campaigns as 
their backdrop, but Mass depicted Woolf using her pen as her weapon in the feminist 
cause within a more modernist context. While not including A Room of One’s Own or 
Three Guineas among the major texts, Mass had read early versions of both these 
political essays, as noted earlier, and so had some understanding of this central part of 
Woolf’s creative political commitments. Experimentation, freedom, space and money 
were the preconditions for women to write: “for the first time this dark country is 
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beginning to be explored in fiction.”31 Woolf’s militancy was seen as tempered by her 
humour and satire, her courage and assurance unsurpassed by any other modern 
writer, “yet in the end she sought refuge from it in wilful death” (112-15). Here 
suddenly was the impasse again for Mass: “Virginia Woolf the transcendentalist and 
the feminist - developed finally into a dejected wanderer ... lost, forlorn and bitter. 
Such is the strange incongruity of life” (116).  
  
Wise counsel from Woolf might have tempered these later opinions or assisted in their 
integration with the ideas drawn from the essays that Mass did read. In “How Should 
One Read a Book?”32 Woolf’s narrator cautions about succumbing to authorities, laws 
and conventions: “our taste, the nerve of sensation that sends shocks through us, is our 
chief illuminant; we learn through feelings.”33 In “The Modern Essay,” Woolf had 
also written that while the self is essential to literature, it is its most dangerous 
antagonist, and is itself a paradox: “Never to be yourself and yet always – that is the 
problem.”34 Mass did not apply this caution to her own over-reading of news and 
emotional interpretations, and did not heed the warning, but she did indeed learn 
through her feelings and over time.
35
 She was finally able to revisit the thesis 
experience only many years later in her unpublished memoirs, discussed in the next 
chapter, where she reflected on the mental collapse she experienced at the end of 
writing. The rigour of the interpretive journey was intense and confronting but the 
highly disciplined Mass was able to bring her thesis to successful completion.  
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Mrs Woolf’s Technique – Thesis Part II: Her Art; Prose, and a Poet’s Vision 
 
While Part I of the thesis explored clusters of ideas, Part II: “Her Art; Prose, and a 
Poet’s Vision” (118) focussed more on literary techniques and the experiment of 
prose writing infused with poetic vision. Again, Mass ranged across all the novels and 
essays, leaving a close reading of each novel for Part III. Woolf’s method might have 
been influenced by Proust, Joyce, and Richardson, but for Mass this was a matter of 
some ambiguity and dispute. Woolf certainly had not read any of those authors when 
she wrote the experimental pieces published in Monday or Tuesday in 1921. “This 
slender volume is of the utmost importance to us in our study of Mrs Woolf as a 
literary artist, for with it she finally turned her back upon the dictates of tradition and 
struck out in vigorously fresh directions” (118). 
 
The story “The String Quartet” was the first of these experiments, depicting the state 
of mind while listening to Mozart, where “we see what she sees, hear what she 
hears.
36
 Her mind then is the unifying factor” (120). This technique was greatly 
developed in subsequent novels, notably in Mrs Dalloway where it was “set adrift in 
not only one but several thinking minds” (120). “The real thing is not the outward 
gesture of the articulate word, which is so often only a mask, but rather the mind, the 
feeling, the moment of sensation” (126).  
 
Also included in Monday or Tuesday was the story “The Mark on the Wall,” where 
the weight and aura of experience, with stream-of-consciousness or free association 
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techniques, creates a “variegated web of thoughts, pictures and ideas, remote and 
incongruous connections”(129). Mass associated these threads with dreams and 
nocturnal visions, moving around a single point, radiations of incalculable 
dimensions; “to evolve from an atom a concept of infinity” (130-31). Unlike Joyce, 
Woolf had not invented a new grammar or diction, but rather a mind-photography, 
taking us into the obscurity of the human mind, lighting up the cave of darkness (135). 
Ideas from some of Woolf’s major essays formed the backbone of this section, 
serving as both commentary and intertexts of a kind that could help Mass better 
understand the novels. In a sense Mass allowed Woolf to became her own annotator.  
 
For Mass, Woolf’s technique involved an indirect narrative, some mingling of 
narrative and thoughts, in a tangential manner of imparting information, with the 
avoidance of any regular plot (137). Although Mass did not know of Woolf’s many 
revisions or writing methods, she did grasp the depth of her craftsmanship: “They are 
not ‘plot’ books, but comprise rather series of pictures, more like prose poems, with 
what Woolf herself called ‘mysterious affinity.’”37 Triumphs of condensation, 
gathering the weight of past experience, they reproduced the pattern and 
interrelationships of life, time and humanity. Woolf’s method in summary for Mass 
involved a central co-ordinating element, a constancy of atmosphere, and repetition 
(139). Three significant points emerge from Mass’s discussion of Woolf’s techniques 
in Part II: cinematic technique and synaesthesia, the shaping of both sentences and 
character types, and Woolf’s management or coding of emotion (notably her 
suppression of anger through the interposing of distances). 
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a) Cinema Technique and Synaesthesia 
 
From a reading of Winifred Holtby’s chapter “Cinematograph” in her Virginia Woolf 
(1932),
38
 in combination with Woolf’s essay “The Movies and Reality” (The New 
Republic 1926),
39
 Mass considered the “various-angle technique” or “cinema 
technique” employed by Woolf. This involved changing dimensions, close-up and 
distance and microscopic and telescopic vision as employed first in Kew Gardens 
(1921). Here were people and creatures moving in and out of focus and conversations 
fading in and out, as exemplified in the flower bed and the snail: “In a split second we 
have to adjust our vision, … we feel admitted into the inner sanctuary of colour.” 
Mass again drew upon “The Sun and The Fish” – “in the curves and crinkles of a sea-
shell lie... all adventure. The rise of a bubble, negligible elsewhere, is here an event of 
the highest importance” – to elucidate Woolf’s ability to think herself into intimacy 
with the minutest of life’s phenomena through a merging of the senses, in a form of 
creative synaesthesia (154). This was a newly identified sensory experience popular 
among psychologists, expressing the impressions received from one sense in the terms 
of another. While not citing any references for this concept of merging senses, Mass 
thought the visual sense remained the strongest in Woolf, her visible forms as 
powerful as any word-combinations, and best expressing her abstract ideas. She felt 
the novels included many characters who “crave to give some pictorial form to 
abstractions” (154-59). Woolf’s essay “The Movies and Reality,” describes “a secret 
language which we feel and see but never speak,”40 where thoughts at moments of 
intense emotion are made visible (159). In the novels visible objects stand for other 
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things, as everything is related in private symbolism, from the beam of the lighthouse, 
to the roots of the oak tree in Orlando. (160-62)  
 
Nuri Mass also documented how the influence of painters and the aesthetic principles 
of colour and form had their provenance in Woolf’s Bloomsbury circle through the 
writings of Roger Fry and Clive Bell. Mass later learned a little about Woolf’s sister, 
Vanessa Bell, confirming her sense of Woolf’s intimate familiarity with the visual 
arts: “Her sister Vanessa was a painter, and Virginia shared with her a strong colour-
sense and a feeling for still-life and for balanced groupings” (167). Mass found a host 
of visual painterly references in the novels, miniatures of pictorial art, special effects 
of colour blending, bird’s eye views of wide expanses “which she seems to reduce for 
a moment to the limits and stillness of canvas” (167). Despite the misty half-lights and 
indeterminate shades that often envelope the novels, “her own feeling for colour was 
truly intense” (168). Woolf’s essay “Pictures” carries the linkages further still: “to a 
writer painting is often life itself. So starved we are on our diet of thin black print ... 
We carry those roses and red-hot pokers about with us for days, working them over 
again into words.”41 Mass felt that Woolf’s work appealed strongly to all the senses, 
particularly those of sight and hearing, while always and absolutely requiring a 
concentration of conscious thought (172). Music also worked its way into the rhythms 
of the novels, particularly in Between the Acts, with its dance beats and jazz forms 
(170).  
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b) Sentences and Character Types 
 
In her reading of “Phases of Fiction,” Mass observed Woolf’s argument that poetry 
could no longer do what it did for her parents, and her view that “Prose perhaps is the 
instrument best fitted to the complexity and difficulty of modern life. We scarcely 
know what powers it may not hold concealed within it.”42 To evolve a medium fitted 
to both outward appearance and inner meaning became Woolf’s aim, grouping figures 
on a stage, colours on canvas and phrases and words in speech and writing (173-75), 
The Americans with their genius for making new words would be the future, as 
writers cease to take language for granted, and become vitally conscious of the sound, 
meaning and pictorial value of every word used.
43
 Mass found particularly exciting 
Woolf’s commitment to experimenting with words, her view that there should be no 
limit to such experimentation (176, 185):  
 
No method, no experiment, even the wildest - is forbidden, but only falsity and 
pretence. The proper stuff of fiction does not exist; everything is the proper 
stuff of fiction, every feeling, every thought, every quality of brain and spirit is 
drawn upon; no perception comes amiss.
44
 
 
Freedom to experiment with form began with the sentence itself, for a woman writer’s 
first difficulties were surely technical, and began with the sentence itself (188). Mass 
read in “Women and Fiction” Woolf’s powerful assertion that “the very form of the 
sentence does not fit her,” that the sentence is “made by men; it is too loose, too 
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heavy, too pompous for a woman’s use.” This new sentence must take “the natural 
shape of her thought without crushing or distorting it.”45 Woolf’s own sentences were 
spun out almost to breaking point, thought Mass, with their syntax doubtful until we 
have re-read them. Mass observed that Woolf “makes her sentences express her true 
feelings without destroying their rationalism or allowing them to become 
incomprehensible to the reader” (189-93). 
 
Similarly, Mass thought that Woolf’s women characters types were equally 
experimental and peculiar to their author’s imagination. Mass provides a witty 
catalogue of Woolf’s various character types: triumphant women, martial women with 
pent egotism, independent spinsters with strong-wills, intelligent, creative women of 
the new world, with a zeal for action, some slightly more masculine than others. There 
were young women living outside social conventions, dreamers, fantasists, visionary-
escapist types, and women of middle age with a striking gift for exaggeration. 
According to Mass, Woolf humorously apprehended and celebrated women from the 
inside, revealing their perception and experience as had seldom been done before 
(202). But, added Mass, Woolf’s “men also are something new, and are as a rule 
obtusely unimaginative, either clever though objectionable prigs or simple fools” 
(204). Above all, she thought, the society-hostess types exerted the greatest influence 
over the novels, their superficial and conventional postures disguising deeper unities. 
Seen as a whole set, Mass writes, “we seem to meet the same people time after time 
through the novels” (206), even though seen from indirect angles and never from the 
single vantage-point of the author but rather indirectly through the opinions of others 
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(209). Woolf created her characters with humour and none of the “bitter censorious 
work of Huxley, Lawrence, and in some respects Joyce” (212). 
 
 
c) Hidden Anger and Distance  
 
Mass saw that while Woolf was an engaged political feminist writer, she also held 
views on the obligations of creative writing to overcome grievances and to restrain 
rage in the text, to move it beyond polemics. Rather than art for art’s sake, this stance 
is understood as a coded subtlety, as Woolf’s avoidance of censorship, and as an 
assertion of the freedom to open new areas of exploration. Mass explores the idea of 
hidden form in relation to the story “Slaters Pins Have No Points,” which she 
describes as “this little piece that leads nowhere” yet also reads as a powerful vision 
exploring hidden secret desires and elusive form, ostensibly as far from polemics as 
was possible to expand. The experimental short stories collectively challenged Mass 
in their exploration of more provocative territory than the novels (213), as in the 
following quote from “Slater’s Pins,” cited by Mass:  
 
All seemed transparent for a moment to the gaze of Fanny Wilmot, as if 
looking through Miss Craye, she saw the very fountain of her being spurt up in 
pure, silver drops. She saw Julia open her arms; saw her blaze; saw her kindle. 
Out of the night she burnt like a dead white star. Julia kissed her, Julia 
possessed her.
46
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Placing this material near the end of her section on Woolf’s techniques, Nuri Mass 
sought to emphasise the shifts, challenges and innovations she encountered in her 
study of Woolf’s writings. Much like the episode in Mrs Dalloway where Sally kissed 
Clarissa, these scenes had unusual potency and candour yet remain buried in the folds 
of the work. Woolf’s idea of detachment, “to stand outside watching what has no 
power over us one way or the other,”47 was understood by Mass as meaning the way 
to write at a higher level as an artist, not as originating in protest (214). The paradox 
was very evident in a story like “Slater’s Pins” with its subversive erotics and 
transgressive contents. Balancing personal indignation, a detestation of injustice, and 
outrage about the social, political and economic position of women, Woolf worked 
through her art to transform the text in a time of censorship. It was a delicate balance 
of codes and hidden meanings, where the goal was “to be able to concentrate upon her 
vision without distraction from outside” (218). While not always clear to Mass what 
was hidden in the more experimental works, she found the concentration on vision 
over polemics powerful. The secret success of Woolf’s method in the end lay in her 
“exuberant delight in the world about her – her keen eye for the comic spirit” (218). 
Mass concluded that, “Finally we may say, then, that Mrs. Woolf the literary artist 
was the perfect counterpart of Mrs. Woolf the thinker” (219).  
 
Mass presciently dismissed criticisms of Woolf’s novels as “over-etherealised,” 
deficient in flesh and blood vitality. Instead she valued Woolf’s ability to restore the 
sanity and equilibrium that had been lost in the traumas of the early years of the 
century. In positioning Woolf as a moral writer with a power to heal the spirit of the 
times, Mass was also invoking the centrality of modern literature to achieve this 
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healing. Woolf’s death therefore intervened to create a sharp contrast with the view 
that Mass had at first established, giving her thesis its responsive dynamism and 
ambiguity at the same time as its remarkable rigour. Given that Woolf’s novels, her 
critical essays and short fictions were all texts that demanded acute reading skills, 
Mass did well to grasp their new and interrelated forms, bringing them into 
conversation with one another in an original way. The contextual irony emerged as 
the next war brought different political and aesthetic challenges for writers, so that the 
healing achieved in the aftermath of one war was eroded by the next, and even 
brought the death of the author. 
 
 
The Novels in Sequence – Thesis Part III: Her Novels  
 
Mass’s approach in her third section followed the standard close reading of texts, with 
each novel seen as a development on the previous one, as Woolf’s creative techniques 
evolved. The Voyage Out (1915), a youthful novel of protest, was read as a challenge 
to man-made society, “bristling with indignation and defiance,” breathing the spirit of 
revolution (221). The novel showed Woolf’s stance as feminist, atheist and rebel 
(224). Rachel, the “heroine,” was “really a bit of a goose,” while the technique of 
suggestion found in Woolf’s later work was clearly absent. Old and new worlds 
formed the novel’s structure, first awakenings of womanhood, self-realisation, the 
realities of pain and difficulty, and the death of the heroine. The inadequacy of female 
education overshadowed all other grievances at the core of the hard journey and the 
novel. (228). Mass noted that the presence of the author was evident throughout, with 
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very little of the internal treatment characteristic of Woolf’s later work, although some 
projection into various minds was beginning to emerge (220-46). 
 
Mass considered Night and Day, published in 1919, a large subject fitted inside a very 
narrow mould, in the style of Jane Austen, with an English suffragist setting, writing 
that “The result is almost grotesque” (256). As a feminist tract, the novel protested the 
choices women make to escape from the parental home either through marriage or by 
choosing not to marry in order to work for the rights of women, “a picture of the 
troublous days of the women’s struggle for the vote” (259). Convinced this novel was 
written at an earlier period in Woolf’s development (see the Guy Howarth hypothesis 
discussed in my chapter 6), Mass declared Night and Day to be more “old-fashioned” 
than The Voyage Out. The novel depicted the complications endured by one of its 
protagonists, Katharine, who must write the biography of her dead grandfather, a poet. 
A sense of bondage to a deep past permeates the home and the novel itself. Veering 
close to the drama and demands of Mass’s own involvement in her father’s book, it is 
possible that her irritation with the novel stems in part from the parallel. “The whole 
thing,” writes Mass, “is a hotch-potch of intrigues clumsily machinated” (265), noting 
that: “We tend to lose patience with Katharine and with Mrs Woolf” (269).  
 
Redeeming elements, however, included the character of Mary Datchet, whose life 
was filled with hard work and practical achievement for the women’s cause, and who 
was transformed through the novel from a flesh and blood woman into a monumental 
figure. Katharine also achieved emancipation from her subordination as she is 
released from Victorian social codes to pursue her passion for mathematics. Too many 
people, too many speeches spoiled the novel for Mass, giving her “the resultant 
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impression … of a gallery plastered all over with canvasses – each framed, stark, 
conclusive. It is an exasperating spectacle, and we resent this literary spoon feeding” 
(283). Mass, who was herself just twenty-two years old at the time, observed that “We 
cannot but think ahead to the artistic and psychological subtlety of the ‘interior’ view 
afforded us in Mrs Dalloway … while here are the multitude of errors commonly 
made by young authors” (284). Mass’s youthful impatience and irritation with this 
book, together with doubts about its publication provenance, served to stage and 
heighten anticipation of the big changes to come in Woolf’s work.  
  
Jacob’s Room (1922) was “Mrs Woolf’s first real experiment in the novel form,” her 
“book of pictures.” Mass’s reading of Holtby gave her ideas about cinematic 
technique: this included concepts of a roving camera moving through the book, 
pictures constructed from fragments, attention to the external effects of thought, and 
the building of an atmosphere through small commonplace actions and glances (296-
98). Auditory as well as visual, we hear just as we see, in snatches. The novel 
encapsulated a vision “born of multiplicity,” with a plurality of viewpoints, an attempt 
to see everything “not in solitary confinement but in its relations with other things” 
(299). Mass compares the multi-dimensional method with techniques used in Kew 
Gardens, stretched almost until it lost substance, “but it never actually breaks” (303). 
Crowded with little stories and people’s names, with sudden close-ups and variable 
rates of movement, any traditional stages of transition were simply ignored: 
“Frequently,” says Mass, “the action is so hastened as to create the impression of 
unnaturally abbreviated time” (307). While not entirely certain of this method’s 
efficacy, Mass is swept along by the new perspectives, venturing a theory about the 
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effect of leaving people mid-sentence, a strategy that exposed the absence of habits 
and traditions in people’s fragmented thoughts (309).  
 
The character of Jacob was built up from various angles in hurried glimpses, the part 
suggesting the whole (311). Thoughts and spoken words diverge, we feel we know 
him at the same time as knowing the enormous amount of the inexplicable in him 
(313), snatches of contradictory information. Dualities of his nature emerge, 
ambiguous, ambivalent, most attracted to his closest male friend: “Bonamy who 
couldn’t love a woman and never read a foolish book” (313). Jacob is ordinary, not a 
hero, a commonplace young man (315), who loved the physical body. His 
conversations were a mix of gravity and emptiness, as Woolf “does all in her power to 
desentimentalise him. He grows almost imperceptibly” (317). Other characters felt 
equally alive to Mass: “Each has some sort of aura. There was a consciousness of the 
other side of the picture which shines through the ‘appearance’ side and suggests the 
sphere-like nature of every individual” (320). Known in fragments, they stressed each 
other’s differences and were “painted” in the text (320). Even the news of Jacob’s 
death in the war comes almost incidentally, the people who knew him see the rubbish 
he has left behind, his room, his shoes (322).  
 
Woolf’s essay “Montaigne” assisted Mass in her reading of Jacob’s Room,48 
particularly with respect to the informal and discursive tone, and the looseness and 
familiarity in her writing method (324). Montaigne’s influence on Woolf’s method 
was significant, as Mass found in her reading of the essay. A distinct narrator’s voice 
in the text was clearly noted by Mass, though she mistakenly continued to read this as 
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Woolf’s own voice rather than to recognise the separation of author and text – 
something that continued to elude her. She insisted rather that “sections of frank 
philosophising” punctuated the course of the narrative and that these comments 
seemed “flung in direct from the mind of the author herself” (323). While establishing 
Woolf as a mature writer, Jacob’s Room still left Mass the new reader puzzling “what 
is the object of this book?” (334): “We see the place – the room – he occupies in the 
world, in life. The room is intimate, is one of the most intimate things about him. By 
seeking Jacob’s room we seek his inner self” (335). As a union between form and 
matter, this novel for Mass was Woolf’s first large-scale literary experiment in her 
search after the transcendental truth hidden in life’s complexities (336). 
 
Mass describes Mrs Dalloway (1925), “Mrs Woolf’s book of unities,” as an almost 
perfect sphere. All things within it are interconnected, as Clarissa Dalloway is linked 
intimately with Septimus Smith, the traumatised soldier who suicides, despite the fact 
that they never meet. For Mass, Septimus is Clarissa’s double, “the other side of the 
picture. The novel has no plot, no climax or denouement but far from being an 
ungoverned mass, it is terse and compact” (337), sustained by Woolf’s invention of a 
doubling device. In reading the Scottish modernist critic Edwin Muir,
49
 Mass now 
enjoyed a critical dialogue with another writer about the novel, liking Muir’s ideas 
overall, but disputing some of his comments on character, in particular his claim that 
the characters were not so much human beings as personified hours of the day (339). 
Disagreeing on this point, she found much of what Muir wrote about the novel 
helpful, along with her reading of David Daiches’ book, aiding her ideas on clocks 
and time through his complicated mathematical analysis. Time was the unifying 
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factor, the striking hour rich with significance, so that in one single day all the weight 
and implications of the past were held (342). 
 
This new form of exploring mysterious realms of cognition and time enthralled Mass, 
capturing the excitement of her first reading of Virginia Woolf: “an achievement of a 
new order” (342). Central to this new material was the concept of “the moment,” 
vibrant and impregnated with its historical background. With no barrier between past 
and present, time could be retarded by the vast accumulations of memories, 
manipulated by movement, by simultaneity. James Joyce’s Ulysses had also taken 
place on a single day, but in Mrs Dalloway inessential intermediate stages were “cut 
with cinematographic swiftness” (343). The reader flowed on in the currency of 
human thought, so that one character took up life’s thread where another had let it go, 
allowing no lapse or rupture anywhere (345). This was life in its most untampered-
with form, thought Mass, and though she was still aware of the author’s observing 
presence, the progress of the theme was for her now in the hands of the novel’s 
characters (346).  
 
Mass saw To the Lighthouse (1927) as the peak of Woolf’s achievement as a novelist, 
a “book of symbols” where everything was endowed with dual significance (363). As 
with her approach to Mrs Dalloway, Mass emphatically focussed on the novel’s key 
central meanings: “the Lighthouse itself is Mrs Ramsay; and Mrs Ramsay being an 
embodiment of femininity, co-ordination and life, the Lighthouse also automatically 
becomes a representative of all these things” (363). This now seems a less convincing 
analysis, partly because uninformed by or lacking the benefit of Woolf’s own critical 
nuances since this novel in particular works against any definitive meanings (368). 
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The innovative break in sequence and style of the middle section (“Time Passes”) 
challenged Mass, trying to find its purpose within the overall structure, as the great 
lapse of years broke apart the novel’s unity which then had to be strained back into 
connection. Exploration of the gulf resonated with her personal resistance, noting that 
Edwin Muir also was critical of the middle section, as disproportionate.
50
 Undeterred 
by her initial reaction, Mass tried to enter the presumed empty space, finding “within 
it, the sound of the human voice has become almost entirely stilled, and the sad 
brooding spirit of reflection hovers over the silence enveloping the deserted house” 
(380). Woolf’s creation of an abstracted linking space beckoned Mass as she struggled 
to grasp its full import in the structure of the novel overall.  
 
For all its supposed emptiness, the “Time Passes” section contained the work’s most 
continuous and vivid poetic imagery, and in this Mass found the power of Woolf’s 
vision. The reader was connected with universal and cosmic forces, wind, rain, 
darkness, cold, solitude and time. There was a sense of magic, a fatal and sorrowful 
magic, of desolation, gradual disintegration and inevitable change (389). Mass 
described the whole section ultimately as a dream, a reverie – while the characters 
slept, mysterious powers had been at work with the result that many years had passed, 
they were “adrift in an astral sphere of solitude and passing time” (390). The book 
ended for her with a sense of completion: that is, the boat reaches the Lighthouse, Lily 
finishes her painting and there is no final separation. However, within the new space 
there had come a shudder of additional meanings, as Mass surprisingly found familiar 
echoes from her own childhood magical world of faery. Her mother’s spiritualist 
ethos, her father’s surrealism, her own enchanted faery world also functioned within 
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this space, but Woolf’s exploration had a sophistication far beyond Mass’s previous 
experience. The resonances within “Time Passes” disrupted and disturbed her separate 
worlds of creative space with a new language. Inside Woolf she had glimpsed a 
variation of the enchanted other, where death, war and the eclipse held the dark space.  
 
Orlando (1928), following almost immediately after To the Lighthouse, was for Mass 
a serious and important text even though it was presented as a light comic form when 
it first appeared. For Mass it tapped Woolf’s “tricky spirit” and contained some of her 
most important ideas and philosophy. (393) Though subtitled a biography, it was also 
an allegory, filled with magic and dreams, philosophy and art, and dedicated to 
Victoria Sackville-West (Mrs Harold Nicholson), a poet. Victoria’s poem The Land 
“has found fitting expression in the novel’s poem ‘The Oak Tree’” (398), a 
naturalistic presentation of authentic rural life. The narrative of Orlando “is no mere 
fantasia but rather an intricate allegory” (398), where Woolf creates her conception of 
literature “as the product not of the individual alone but all past ages running through 
the individual” (399). 
 
Orlando’s long life in the novel, with all its wild incongruities and mysteries – 
including a most remarkable sex change – was explained by Mass as symbolising 
Woolf’s conviction that no human being was wholly either male or female but a 
combination of both elements, thus giving concrete form to the theory of sexual 
indeterminacy (400). With no clues about the back story of this text or any connection 
between author and subject, Mass did well to read Orlando as a work of comic 
fictionalised biography, finding threads of continuity and development within the 
wider arc of Woolf’s writings. In this she was aided by reading Woolf’s essay “The 
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Art of Biography” (1939),51 which provided a context for the method used in 
Orlando, just as the novel Orlando provided Mass with a method for reading Woolf’s 
work as a whole. All facts were relative and could be seen in different ways for 
different eras. Biography could enlarge the scope of the narrative by holding up 
looking glasses at odd corners, resulting not in chaos but a richer unity. Thus, the wild 
flights of fancy in Orlando were still situated within the boundaries of authentic 
biography (401). 
 
The expansion of form in Orlando involved Woolf as literary historian, biographer 
and artist. Filled with comic anachronisms, fantastic weather shifts, homage to literary 
changes over time, the work and the story emerged into a heightened state of self-
conscious modernity with Orlando driving through the city streets in her motor-car. 
For Mass this structure proved to be “a clever explanation for the peculiar 
incongruities and disjointedness manifest in much modern literature,” a market, a 
funeral, a procession with banners, all fly by with nothing seen whole from start to 
finish (405). 
 
The character Orlando’s own writing development was a core element for Mass, 
changing as she/he changed through a constant experimenting and passion to explore 
all the hidden possibilities of language through all the ages of literature, from poetry 
to prose, from heroic to plain and simple, exhibiting a great “plasticity of style” (406-
9). Anachronisms were used much as they had been in Shakespeare, and in Woolf 
“they strike the light of modernity” and have the force of revitalisation, as modernity 
itself now became a central subject in the novel (408). 
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Comic opera prevailed, with Mrs Woolf “in sparkling mood” (409), the narrator’s 
voice now more familiar, establishing intimacy with the reader, making the novel “a 
conspiracy of observation and a festival of laughter” (410), Mass clearly saw the 
“author” here as a created construct, which she named “Mrs Woolf in holiday mood” 
(410). Here was vitality and speed of movement, filled with wild melodious tunes, 
lilting rhythms, singing prose, plus energy, speed, rapid events. As a counterpoint, the 
character Orlando evolved slowly, “almost unnaturally slow” for Mass. This allowed 
her to develop the perceptive point that the subject of the biography was not at all 
heroic but rather the object of satire. Mass loved the book, which she characterised as 
“one of the most brilliant satires in the English language on the relation of the sexes” 
(416). Orlando’s innumerable selves, jostling each other within an apparently single 
personality, emerges as the simple pronoun “I,” which even in its final moments was 
still an unstable self, as elusive as the wild goose appearing over Orlando’s head, 
since nothing really changes (419).  
 
For Mass, The Waves (1931) marked yet another unpredictable shift in Woolf’s work, 
marking a fulfilment of the author’s desire to write a novel about “silence” and the 
things people do not say, a plan first expressed in 1915 by a writer-character in The 
Voyage Out (420). Following six characters from childhood to old age, the novel was 
“conceived not in the upper world of consciousness but in the submerged translucent 
world of the sub-conscious” (421), where no words are spoken or where there is no 
conversation. Mass admitted to initial disquiet in exploring The Waves, and to having 
to let go of traditional ideas of reading in order to meet the experimental text. 
Structured in nine parts, with Preludes before each new part, it traces the progress of a 
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single day from dawn to evening. Each of the six characters feels somehow 
incomplete, coming together in an effort to remember their collective and individual 
visions, what might have been and what they had missed. The seventh and central 
figure, Perceval the dead friend, is the real core around whose absence the six 
characters constellate (422). 
 
The series of internal monologues exploring the self and the universe, with a focus on 
acute introspection, allowed Woolf to show the subtleties implicit in the self. For 
Mass this resulted in characters more closely connected with each other than in her 
previous works. “I do not believe in separation. We are not single,” says Bernard, the 
book’s writer-character.52 Characters morphed and merged into surreal forms: “I think 
sometimes I am not a woman but the light that falls on this gate, on this ground. I am 
the seasons.”53 Discovering how the six characters connect was the challenge for 
Mass, where all meanings were multiple, characters breaking apart and conjoining 
outside narrative paths. Behind the blinding artificialities of ordinary life, people were 
exposed (426). As a reading exercise, this new novel demanded much, as Mass was 
well aware by this stage in her study, pressing her critical judgement to its limits. The 
sustained intensity and unbroken microscopic scrutiny was almost too much, but Mass 
explored the text assiduously and emerged feeling more positive, having done the 
reading, found a language, and opened up to the form.  
 
One of Mass’s key attributes as a young, thoughtful and new reader, also embodied in 
her own writing, was her sense of the journey of writing as an engagement, from 
initial reactions and challenges to considered outcomes. She concluded that The 
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Waves was an elemental work, distilled but cryptic, with unexplained impressionism 
(429). She worried that in Woolf’s focus on minute introspection there was now too 
much detachment. Another reading might have shown that insight to be exactly what 
Woolf was aiming for in the unfolding of her ideas, and that Mass was exactly the 
kind of young reader she desired, one who twisted in the wind and felt deeply the 
changing dynamics of the text.
54
  
  
The Preludes were threaded throughout the novel, a pictorial accompaniment to the 
spiritual phases through which the six characters passed, they marked the progressive 
stages of a single day. Written as prose lyrics, moving from dawn and childhood 
through noon, middle age and on to night, through each shift in the light and the 
human cycle, they illuminated aspects of life in new dimensions (443), the changes in 
time passing, forming a clear structure. It was only when Mass attempted to define the 
meaning of the various symbols that her analysis lost some of its fluidity, but Woolf’s 
strange new language was the puzzle. How to interpret this? “There is a square; there 
is an oblong. The players take the square and place it upon the oblong. They place it 
very accurately; they make a perfect dwelling-place. Very little is left outside.”55 Sea 
consciousness permeates the text, the incessant rise and fall of the waves a constant 
until the final moment when they break upon the shore.  
 
In her final analysis however, The Waves for Mass was more an experiment that a 
complete triumph. The novel’s uniqueness was clear, and Mass believed it had been 
conceived on a different plane from any conventional fiction. Compared to Ulysses it 
was more enveloping, and wider in scope than Dorothy Richardson’s Pilgrimage and 
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other modernist texts (454). Lacking verisimilitude, it was in the end a perverted 
representation of the human mind. Far-reaching and wildly fantastic, its language was 
ill-adapted for the semi-articulate sub-conscious. Clearly still wavering in her 
judgement, Mass then checked her criticism with a deeper appreciation of the novel 
based upon its aspirations. “It is all too easy to criticise – we who have not tasted the 
bitter difficulties of composition in this shadowy, incalculable sphere; this sphere of 
unknown dimensions” (457-458).  
 
At first, The Years (1937) came as a great disappointment to Mass after the bold 
experimentation of The Waves. She thought it was “a clumsy reversion back over 
ground already covered” (458). Drifting, lacking focus, its centre of interest 
perpetually altering, the novel seemed more a series of tableaux where nothing strange 
or exciting really happened. A character appeared, her moment was quickly over, and 
then she was dead. There were abrupt entries and exits and great gaps of time: an hour 
in 1918 whirls along to an afternoon in 1936 (474). Mass felt she was watching a 
shadowy pageant of moving figures presented from somewhere far above, with rare 
moments of more intimate focus on their affairs (474). Family stagnation, unfulfilled 
desires, combined with unexpressed cravings and unrevealed stories, all in a world 
where characters tried to say something different, but words failed them (475).  
 
Again, towards the end of her analysis, Mass found a way to shift her critical view, 
inspired by her growing experience of trusting that Woolf always had hidden purpose, 
and that an effort must be made to find it. The scope of the book was vast, and Mass 
began to see the ways fracturing happened between old people and the young. While 
the old people shared levels and depths with one another, chattering idly about dead 
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things and holding onto their lives, the younger people communed about hidden 
meanings, concerned with how to escape into new life. All seemed carried out in 
silence, as the family had become distant from each other because time had wrought 
such vast changes in human beings (477). The old people seemed to morph into 
statues: “as if they were carved in stone. Their dresses fell in stiff sculptured folds. 
Then they moved; they changed their attitudes; they began to talk.”56 The book ended 
in quietness at the dawn. The end of one thing was bound to the beginning of another. 
After periods of turmoil and despair, simplicity and peace somehow emerged again, 
as threads of existence were reassembled (481). Published in 1937, the year Mass 
began her life as a university student, the novel dealt with the changes wrought by the 
previous war, and so possibly seemed to her outdated in the growing awareness of a 
war threatening the present moment. The Years indeed sat precariously in its time 
frame, exposed to Mass’s impatience with its form, indicative perhaps of her youth, 
her distance from Europe, and her eagerness for a contemporary novel more obviously 
modernist in its concerns.  
 
Between the Acts, Woolf’s last novel, was published posthumously by the Hogarth 
Press in 1941, shortly after her death and under the supervision of her husband 
Leonard Woolf. In the Introductory Note he had written of Woolf: “She would not, I 
believe, have made any large or material alterations to it, though she would probably 
have made a good many small corrections or revisions before passing the final 
proofs.”57 Here for the first time, Mass was discussing a text in the larger context of 
Woolf’s life and death, an unfinished work released by Leonard Woolf in his role as 
husband and publisher. Mass noted the problems of posthumous publication, 
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commenting throughout her analysis on the state of the final draft, but she completed 
her reading in the same way as with the earlier novels.  
 
She found the text echoed elements of earlier works, for example in covering twenty-
four hours as in Mrs Dalloway, having a non-urban setting as with To the Lighthouse, 
a strongly spiritual nature as with The Waves. She also thought there was a sharp note 
of bitterness, reflective of The Voyage Out, which seemed “to savour of Jonathan 
Swift” (483). Despite this insight about Swift, Mass found no humour or satire in the 
novel but rather great personal grievance, which she felt had gained precedence over 
artistic judgement. The humour, now so much a feature of the work’s reception, 
eluded Mass possibly as a result of the context of Woolf’s death, perhaps spurring her 
to read the text with a more forensic intent. Nevertheless, after careful reading, she 
found a new form emerging in this novel, being the last novel only because of 
Woolf’s death but by no means reflecting a writer who had stopped developing her 
art. However, undoubtedly the knowledge of Woolf’s death influenced Mass’s 
reading of Between the Acts, finding in it “world weariness.” 
 
Moreover, there is a certain world-weariness felt throughout this book, a lack 
of vitality and spontaneity. There are two main forces at work, the pageant and 
the inner lives of several people, the lifelong problem of division and unity 
among human beings. It is perhaps a more valiant and concentrated struggle 
than any that went before. As destiny would have it, it was her last. (484) 
 
The interconnectedness of all beings was still intense, and nothing was concealed 
(487), heightened vision was not confined to the main characters, but expanded to 
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encompass the entire heterogeneous audience of Miss La Trobe’s play (487). 
Uncertainty lay brooding over human relationships, ignorance abounded, science and 
religion were both unsatisfactory and unstable (492). The characters appeared like 
vapours rising to the surface from infinite depths, drifting to and fro (494). Frustration 
pervaded the text, and yet there were such rich layers of selves, wonderful characters 
(495). Mrs Swithin, the old lady of the household, stood out for Mass, imbued with 
her love of the prehistoric, and plain speaking: “The Victorians. I don’t believe that 
there ever were such people. Only you and me and William dressed differently.”58 
The most positive and impressive of the characters in the novel, simple and 
unquestioning in her faith, yet holding a key to hidden truths, Mrs Swithin could see 
beauty, she voyaged into the past. Like an old goddess, holding magical possibilities, 
she was absorbed into the presences of mammoths, mastodons, prehistoric birds, and 
the time when England was a swamp (496-98). Another magical figure seeming to 
come from Mass’s own childhood world of faery and fantasy storytelling, Mrs 
Swithin held a connection between Woolf and Mass’s other life as a children’s author, 
bringing some elements of this textual journey full circle. 
 
Between the Acts worked as a series of filmic scenes, narrative threads and fragments, 
poignant meetings inside the house, on the lawns, on the stairs (501). Poetry filled the 
air, characters were intoxicated by the combined influences of the versified play and 
the insistent gramophone “trolling out its simple tunes” (502). Thoughts became 
metrical, with Miss La Trobe’s production defining the space, first a waltz, the prose 
following it in perfect ¾ time (504), later a foxtrot, with the prose responding: “So 
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abrupt. And corrupt.”59 The rhymes beat out the stresses to great effect, as Mass 
caught the experimental versification, the repetition, sounds and echoes (505). The 
Pageant formed the centre, scenes from English history, a traditional structure on the 
surface but imbued with Miss La Trobe’s unique vision (507). For the first time in her 
study, Mass aligns Woolf with a specific character, finding in Miss La Trobe the true 
spirit of the author, standing together as doubles.  
  
Throughout the production of Miss la Trobe’s play Virginia Woolf is, we feel, 
standing close beside her, for these two women share the same vision, and the 
message of the play coincides with the book … But it is with the presentation 
of Now that the acidity becomes keenest, the audience become restive and 
irritable when brought face to face with ten minutes of present time. (508) 
 
At this point Mass became very critical of the novel, much like the audience for the 
pageant with whom she seems momentarily to merge, her criticism based not on 
grounds of style or structure, but of tone, uncomfortable with a stream of vituperation, 
a bitter merciless onslaught beneath which the audience cowered. The mirrors held up 
by the players had fragmented the audience, the megaphone had harangued and 
debased them, but the music gathered them together again. Divergent though their 
interests and occupations were, they united (511). 
 
Mass had responded to the force of the scene by attributing it to a bitterness in the 
author, and this remained central to her interpretation of Between the Acts in later 
articles. Reading it through the prism of Woolf’s death seems to have coloured her 
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judgement of the novel. In more recent critical readings, the end of the pageant has 
been linked with an invocation of fascism, Hitler and megaphone politics, Woolf’s 
fears about the rise of the Nazis and the coming bombs.
60
 An intentional shock in 
Miss La Trobe’s play, it had been interpreted by Mass as a display of personal 
bitterness by Woolf rather than having deliberate political intent. Mass described this 
moment in the novel as “a poignant note in the writings of Virginia Woolf, the blind 
and desperate groping of her own soul after truth, and with truth, peace” (512). The 
vision was said to be one of doubt, conjecture, perplexity. However, this reading 
became somewhat contradictory even within the novel’s resolution, when Miss La 
Trobe, the author inside the text, has herself a new vision, glimpsing the beginnings of 
a new pageant, feeling new words rise to the surface. This was in fact a most hopeful 
image, of new work coming through, not despair, even within the context of the war. 
In Woolf’s conclusion to the novel, when the curtain rose again, it was not some kind 
of fictional suicide note. Between the Acts explores new methods and new forms of 
writing, as documented by Mass herself in the course of her analysis, but equally 
Mass’s analysis founders on an attempt to find evidence and cause for the death of her 
subject.  
 
Though benefitting from press cuttings and US periodical material about Between the 
Acts, and as careful as her analysis was, Mass’s conclusions about the novel were 
emotional in a different way from her other readings. She seemed for a time angry 
with her subject. 
 
 
                                                          
 
60
 Jed Esty, A Shrinking Island. Modernism and National Culture in England (New Jersey: Princeton 
University Press, 2009). 
194 
Death of the Writer 
 
Once the frame of suicide was set, ideas present in the work could be taken 
retrospectively as reflections of the mind of the writer. Mass succumbed to this 
temptation in small ways, claiming “we might say of Virginia herself, it tortures her 
mind with conflicting sensations, with painfully acute impressionism” (80). The idea 
of torture, and use of the author’s first name here, when at all other times Mass’s 
practice was to refer to her as Mrs Woolf, pointed to a subtle shift, implying both 
greater intimacy and some form of private privileged knowledge of her subject, as 
with this following reference to the River Ouse, a retrospective commentary not 
sustained through the thesis as a whole. 
 
She, like Lily Briscoe, is forced off the beaten tracks of human intercourse. 
Her sensitivity is, we feel, wrought to the highest pitch, as is that of the 
characters she creates. It is as if they have been deprived of all protection, ... 
masses of exposed nerves, ... balancing on a tight-rope. When we see all this, 
we do not find it difficult to understand how at last Mrs Woolf herself ... ended 
her sufferings in the River Ouse. (80-81) 
 
In the few months between Woolf’s death notice in April 1941 and submitting her 
thesis, it appears that Mass did overlay some of her interpretations with extra 
commentary, making a more direct connection between suicide and the novels in first 
and last sections of the thesis. It is clear from careful reading that the first section of 
the thesis, Woolf’s Philosophy, was written or amended after the long later sections 
examining technique and the novels, there being a decided difference in tone and 
195 
language. While this created some imbalance in interpretation, it strengthens the value 
of the thesis as a recovered text, as the transition between the two phases (living and 
dead author) is made visible through the impact of Woolf’s death seeping into the 
primary analysis, just as the unity of the document is disrupted by life events. Press 
reports, including Hudson Strode’s essay on Woolf’s death, exposed Mass to certain 
death theories, including Strode’s reference to the “old madness,” the fear of whose 
return was “probably one of the reasons for her own death” (81).61 These details and 
judgements to some degree contaminated or at least complicated Mass’s reading of 
the texts, and certainly further altered the nature of the enquiry. Mass’s thesis was 
transformed as of April 1941, pivoting on a new mix of readings pre and post the 
news of the death of her subject. A unique experience for a young scholar, she found 
herself transformed by unstable ground, a modernist moment indeed.  
 
This shift in time and events was later to prove important in the repackaging of Woolf 
in the wider literary world, her words no longer seen as crafted and controlled, but 
defined more by the image of loss of control, resulting in a pathologising of her work. 
Not all critics responded in this way but there was a shift at this time, framed by the 
context of ongoing world war, allowing a more dismissive view of Woolf to build on 
the image of a lesser and fragile minor writer swept away by the impact of the war. 
 
In concluding her thesis in a positive way, Mass wrote that Woolf had found only a 
fragment of what she sought as a creative artist, having opened up so many new 
directions yet to be explored. Only in the decades ahead did the mature Nuri Mass, 
like the rest of the reading world, begin to see the unfolding of a vast amount of 
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posthumously published writings by Woolf, essays, diaries, letters, stories. How could 
a young Australian student grasp the nature of the world of Sussex, England in 1941, 
as the European war unfolded and intensified? Between the Acts had described the 
moment in 1939 just before that world was shattered by bombs and the threat of 
invasion, framed in a wider creative context of endurance. Mass’s own thesis, in its 
turn, would suffer neglect. With its recovery, the Mass thesis can now become part of 
the legacy of work that followed in the train of Woolf’s writings, opening fresh 
avenues of research. In the short Conclusion to the thesis, Mass described Woolf thus: 
 
She pursued her vision earnestly to the very shores of death. Her experiments 
alike with subject-matter and technique had opened up new territories We 
shall remember her as a pioneer, gentle-spirited though resolute, following 
naturally within the modern trend - English, Russian, French - of thought and 
experiment, pre-eminently original, pre-eminently herself, standing upon 
gloriously fertile ground, on the verge of one of the great ages of English 
literature. (516-17) 
 
The aim of Mass’s thesis had been to explore Woolf’s writing, establishing a critical 
language for the novels, short fiction and essays. As a pattern of development 
emerged in the thesis through Woolf’s changes in style, in technique and philosophy, 
Mass herself was revealed, grappling at the edge of her own critical abilities. As a 
recovered text out of its time, the resulting thesis shared much with the disturbing end 
of Woolf’s Pageant. A mirror is held up to the reader, and Mass gives a voice to that 
moment. The modernist challenge to explore new meanings is enacted as Mass 
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journeys through her vision and version of Virginia Woolf. Texts live on in different 
times, now contexts, providing new angles on vision. 
 
In the following chapter, the Mass thesis is assessed and rewarded, letters and journal 
articles are produced, and Leonard Woolf enters a controversy. The thesis remains 
unpublished, while Mass lives out many of Woolf’s ideas and choices in later life, as 
writer and publisher.  
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Chapter 6 
Completion and After Life 
 
 
This chapter considers the short and longer-term outcomes of Nuri Mass’s thesis, her 
post-university career choices, and Woolf’s influence upon her life as writer and 
publisher in Australia. After Woolf’s unexpected death and Mass’s completion of her 
thesis, Guy Howarth published two short essays in Southerly during 1942, prompting 
an unexpected contribution from Leonard Woolf. Mass wrote about Between the Acts, 
while Howarth developed a theory about Night and Day. But as Mass’s 
correspondence with Leonard stalled, the possible publication of her thesis collapsed, 
a classic lost opportunity, one of the war’s many casualties. Mass took on a new job 
as trainee editor, later joining the staff of various magazines, and returned to 
publishing her popular children’s books through the postwar period. In 1947 she 
enrolled for the newly instituted PhD degree, but the financial challenges of 
widowhood soon ended that plan. The afterlife of her thesis can be traced through her 
long and productive involvement in the literary culture of Sydney.  
 
 
Articles by Mass and Howarth  
 
Interest in Woolf’s death, her importance in the development of the novel and her 
legacy in the context of the war, led to renewed critical attention. Mass prepared a 
lecture and article for the AEA and Southerly, while working fulltime in publishing, 
and continuing her children’s book projects. In a letter to Tom Iredale, the great 
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ornithologist with whom she shared research, she makes clear there was no time for 
rest after the thesis, as the need for an income was crucial.  
 
Since practically the very day of the completion of my MA thesis, I have been 
working in the publishing department of Angus and Robertson, where I am 
Junior Editor, and I’m busy revising my book The Little Grammar People. … 
also the preparation of an hour’s address on the subject of Virginia Woolf’s 
last novel, to be delivered by request to the Australian English Association.
1
 
 
Mass worked on two articles based on her research, leaving a folder of handwritten 
and typed drafts among her papers which now provide an interesting addition to her 
thought processes after the thesis was written. She distilled her thesis into various 
themes, though the most interesting material was never published, puzzling given 
Mass’s talent for self-promotion. A set of notes entitled “Virginia Woolf. A Writer 
and a Woman” (July 1942)2 includes thoughts on Woolf’s feminism, and speculation 
about how her life and death mirrored each other, though greatly overworking the 
water and drowning imagery.  
 
Her whole life and work stands before us now in high relief…Virginia Woolf 
took a deep breath, stood a moment on tip-toe, then dived headlong below the 
surface – fathoms deep – into that mysterious world of vague form and sombre 
hue wherein the feelings of the human heart and the perplexities of the human 
mind are alike laid bare. Here, in this fluid and at the same time ever-changing 
                                                          
 
1
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2
 Nuri Mass, “Virginia Woolf: A Writer and a Woman,” n.d. (July1942), unpublished, typed draft, 
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and ever-changeless world, she moved, she wrote…. How natural it is that the 
sea … played so large a part throughout her works… And how strange, if 
present supposition prove correct, that the waters should have claimed her as 
their own!  
 
She was a woman … and a feminist in her own right … She asserted the 
importance and necessity of woman’s intellectual freedom. ..Literature she 
said had been man-made ...The very nature of the sentence will probably 
undergo a change ... She was a women’s woman. And never has physical 
agency been more powerless to rob the world of any great spiritual worth than 
has been the River Ouse to carry away from us the influence, the spirit and the 
memory of Virginia Woolf.
3
 
  
Speculating on the suicide, Mass assumed it was related to some feeling of failure in 
the work and life, seeing the death in the context of a life about which she really knew 
nothing: 
 
It was the search for truth that inspired Mrs Woolf’s highest achievements in 
life – and it was her failure to find it that killed her in the end … There have 
been times when, deeply immersed in the study of her works, I have felt 
actually confused - have actually wondered, for a moment, if I was attending 
an orchestral concert, or following a pictorial panorama; gazing through a 
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telescope, or peering down a microscope. … It is not only English literature 
that owes to VW a priceless current of new vitality. It is every one of us.
4
  
  
Mass published “Virginia Woolf: Between the Acts” after giving her talk entitled 
“Virginia Woolf’s Last Novel” to the AEA.5 Over-reading Woolf’s ending of her life, 
reflecting the assessments from Howarth and Hudson Strode’s obituaries, including 
speculation on mental health, (“the old madness” referred to by Strode), Mass was 
more negative and critical:  
 
Between the Acts is one of the most sorrowful books ever to come from 
Virginia Woolf … fraught with an agonising sense of incompleteness and 
frustration, and with a spirit of doubt. … Along with this pall-like spirit of 
weariness and doubt is a sharp note of bitterness… the loud vindictiveness of 
the megaphone’s “anonymous bray.” … Despite this grave fault, [it] does 
emerge as a noble work.
6
 
  
By far the most interesting and controversial material emerging from Southerly’s 
focus on Virginia Woolf in 1942 involved an exchange between Guy Howarth and 
Leonard Woolf. This engagement of Leonard Woolf with a small new literary 
magazine in Australia less than a year after his wife’s death can be read now as part of 
what Anna Snaith has identified as the proactive role of the Hogarth Press 
internationally, as theorists of anti-imperialism and internationalism, connecting 
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5
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colonial and metropolitan intellectuals committed to the dissolution of empire.
7
 Snaith 
found that Bloomsbury was friendly to visitors from colonial places, the Hogarth 
Press functioning “as a hub, not only in terms of personal contact with colonial 
writers, but the circulation of ideas and political discourses,” in addition to its 
guardianship of Virginia Woolf’s legacy.8  
  
Howarth’s article argued that Night and Day was written before The Voyage Out, 
describing it as less developed, less mature, and so certainly an earlier work.
9
 
Disagreeing with critic Edwin Muir, Howarth thought The Voyage Out was the real 
preparation for Jacob’s Room in 1922, opening the experiments in form and technique 
to come. Using Winifred Holtby’s claim that Woolf was ill when writing Night and 
Day, Howarth thought it impossible to believe this novel was composed during a war 
without ever mentioning it. “Why did she not produce a new novel” from 1913 to 
1919? Using A Room of One’s Own, “the feminist tractate of 1929,” to justify his 
argument that only when Woolf received a legacy could she afford to write fulltime, 
he felt that the deficiencies of Night and Day, as a first novel, could thus be 
explained.
10
  
 
Leonard Woolf responded at length dismissing the claim. Leonard’s intervention was 
of note on several counts, his guardianship of the provenance of Virginia Woolf’s 
work, his interest in a little magazine on the other side of the world, his attention to 
detail, his genuine involvement with colonial intellectuals. Guy Howarth knew 
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Woolf’s friend Stephen Spender, who had visited Sydney and addressed the 
Australian English Association, and he was connected with other writers and 
intellectuals associated with Bloomsbury circles in the UK, including Edith Sitwell. 
He may have been acquainted with Leonard Woolf, as Leonard Woolf is listed as a 
correspondent in Howarth’s Papers.11 Certainly Leonard Woolf received the Howarth 
article as it is now lodged in his Sussex Archive, listed misspelt as written by R. G. 
Haworth (sic).
12
  
 
Leonard’s rebuttal of Howarth’s article, entitled “A Note on Virginia Woolf’s Night 
and Day,” firmly and politely rejected the argument about dates and order of 
composition.
13
 “Mr Howarth’s article in the April issue is ingenious and interesting 
but the facts are inconsistent with conclusions,” he wrote. “I feel that it is advisable to 
put them on record.” In summary, he made clear that The Voyage Out was published 
in 1915, having been completed in 1913, and was indeed Woolf’s first novel. “At the 
end of 1913 she became seriously ill and had a mental breakdown,” with recurring 
illness through next few years. “The illness from which she suffered all her life was 
acute neurasthenia,” making prolonged strain or fatigue dangerous. By 1916 she 
began to write Night and Day, finishing it in March 1919.  
 
I should add perhaps two things. Her estimate of the relative merits of the two 
books changed somewhat in later years. She came to think that The Voyage 
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Out had the defects of clumsiness and immaturity, but also the merits of 
freshness and vitality, characteristic of first novels, and that Night and Day 
had some of the stiffness often seen in second novels, and she certainly held 
that on the whole the first was a better novel than the second.
14
  
 
Leonard then included an extract from Virginia Woolf’s Diary, 27 March 1919, as 
conclusive evidence.  
 
Shall I own that I attribute some of this to Night and Day which L has spent 
the last 2 mornings and evenings in reading? I own that his verdict finally 
pronounced this morning gives me immense pleasure: how far one should 
discount it, I don’t know. In my own opinion N&D is a much more mature and 
satisfactory book than The Voyage Out; … I can’t help thinking that, English 
fiction being what it is, I compare for originality and sincerity rather well with 
most of the moderns. L. finds the philosophy very melancholy. … Yet, if one 
is to deal with people on a large scale and say what one thinks, how can one 
avoid melancholy? I don’t admit to being hopeless though: only the spectacle 
is a profoundly strange one; and as the current answers don’t do, one has to 
grope for a new one; … Still, if you think of it, what answers do Arnold 
Bennett or Thackeray, for instance, suggest? … I don’t suppose I’ve ever 
enjoyed any writing so much as I did the last half of N& D. Indeed, no part of 
it taxed me as the Voyage Out did.
15
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Leonard’s release of Woolf’s Diary material, possibly for the first time since her 
death, reflected the heightened period of speculation after this when judgements and 
legacy issues were in full play.
16
 Revealing material from Woolf’s personal diary for 
the first time also signalled how interventionist Leonard intended to be in ongoing 
assessments. Naming her illness, her mental breakdown in 1913, working again by 
1916, dealing with acute neurasthenia – these revelations about such a private writer 
have a quality of shock all their own.
17
 The death unmasked so much that was 
previously hidden. Leonard’s guardianship of the legacy of Virginia Woolf stood out 
here, even unto the other side of the world.  
 
After Woolf’s death Leonard Woolf and his Hogarth Press partner John Lehmann 
were actively engaged in maintaining and expanding Woolf’s reputation as well as 
seeking out colonial literature to publish at the Hogarth Press.
18
 In this context failure 
to publish some version of the Mass thesis is even more disappointing. Mass had 
written back to Leonard after the thesis was finished, describing its length and its 
success. His reply was generous and encouraging, with the practical editing 
suggestion to be expected from a publisher. 
  
Monk’s House, Rodmell, Near Lewes, Sussex. 3 July, 1942 
Dear Miss Mass, 
                                                                                                                                                                      
own that I attribute some of this to my wretched family, who asked me up to dine with them, and I 
went? And also to Night and Day…”.  
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I am very glad to hear that your thesis was so successful. 
I should much like to read your MS though I cannot hold out great hopes of 
publication as the paper situation is difficult here for publishers. If it is 
possible to do so, it would be well to cut it down to 80,000 or 90,000 words.  
[…] As regards the essays &c, I have just published a volume of them under 
the title of THE DEATH OF THE MOTH. It follows the lines of the two 
volumes of The Common Reader. I have enough material for probably another 
two volumes of essays and one of short stories.  
Yours sincerely Leonard Woolf 
19
 
 
Writing later in her unpublished memoir notes, Mass still felt pain about this moment 
in her life, recording her inability to follow up on Leonard Woolf’s overture to read an 
edited version of her thesis.
20
 News of Woolf’s suicide as well as some thesis 
exhaustion had affected her ability to rewrite and cut the thesis as suggested. Some 
wise counsel was needed but sadly lacking, since hindsight would suggest that even 
the first section of the thesis (Woolf’s “Philosophy”) would have been a most 
appropriate text to send to Leonard. Whatever fuelled the crisis, it had long term 
consequences for Mass, as she felt some shame as well as a great sense of the lost 
opportunity, for the rest of her life, as reflected even in her conversations with me 
decades later.  
  
Casting around for reasons to account for it – while not excusing it - I 
remember the protracted laser-like mental concentration in one direction 
excluding all other interests, during those last six months of the thesis, 
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followed by an extreme reaction, as often happens in Nature and in history. I 
remember the completeness of my identification with Virginia Woolf, 
followed by an exorcism – using perhaps too strong a word, but a graphic one. 
And together with this, I remember the feeling that never, as long as I lived, 
would I be able to look at that thesis again, let alone rework it.
21 
 
These Australian exchanges show Leonard Woolf ‘s openness to projects that might 
further scholarship and opportunities for young writers. Virginia Woolf’s death 
sparked interest for a time in issues of biography, even textual detail, but opened up 
also the judgements attendant on the demise of her reputation, begun earlier by Q. D. 
Leavis after Three Guineas.
22
 At the time of Woolf’s death, a view of her work was 
taking shape, an arc from immature work to late dystopic visions, an incomplete 
analysis before any comprehensive biography. Leonard Woolf’s Australian exchanges 
were effective, generous and laden with interesting materials and insights, but the 
moment passed, Mass failed to take up his offer, the war engulfed all, Woolf ceased to 
be taught at the university. Professor Waldock later retired and Guy Howarth left the 
increasingly fractious English department, going to South Africa.
23
  
 
Biographer Hermione Lee reflects on the changing nature of Woolf’s legacy after her 
death, seeing it “reformulated by each generation,” with Woolf both a contemporary 
and a historical figure, a writer always in transition.
24
 The work did fall almost 
entirely from the teaching canon after her death, only to be revived in the 1970s with 
the wealth of newly available research material in the context of a resurgent interest in 
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Woolf’s feminist writings. When Lee was a student at Oxford in the 1960s, she was 
told that Woolf was a minor modernist, not in the class of Joyce, Eliot or Lawrence. 
The legacy reflected alternate streams of opinion, already present in 1942 Sydney, 
war and circumstance intervening to close one pathway, as Mass moved on. 
 
 
Afterlife and New Life  
 
The realities of her immediate employment in publishing were another kind of shock 
for Mass. “Whenever I thought of the University, often and wistfully, I still got the 
feeling that I was selling my soul in having left it. My work now required me to reject 
literature in favour of trash. I didn’t have much respect for my job.” The ongoing 
problem now became central, what to write about as a woman, how to gain relatable 
experience, had she learned anything from studying Woolf? “You’ll never be a writer 
until you’ve lived – while you go on being afraid of life you’ll never be anything. Life 
apparently meant sex.” She craved the friendship of an adult, but mistrusted men, felt 
some “incompleteness – being only a half-person. … My romantic idealism envisaged 
no physical interactions. Companionship was not to be had unaccompanied by 
mauling, and unless I submitted to this mauling, I’d never be a writer.”25 Her 
traumatic childhood memories of living in the desert had returned, she felt she was 
different, an outsider, trapped inside a padlocked fortress. Memories of her mother’s 
desert breakdown, the terror of that as a small child, resurfaced and now resonated 
with her reactions after writing the thesis. What happened after the Woolf thesis was a 
kind of paralysis. She was frozen for a time, retreating deeper and deeper into the old 
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familiar safe world of fantasy, children’s books, drawing, nature, wildflowers, as a 
form of healing.
26
  
  
The English Department had offered her a tutorship “from which the law of natural 
progression would take me on to Assistant Lecturer then Lecturer. And the white-
maned Emeritus Professor at the time told me “eventually you’ll be the first lady 
Professor of English in the history of the University.” However, by then she had 
finished writing her next children’s book Magic Australia, the trainee editorship 
arranged by Cousins was confirmed, and she chose that path. This was the high point 
of her life, she remembered later, with decision-making so critical: “Why that choice? 
An inverted sort of cowardice. Leaving the University was one of the most significant 
departures in my life, a whole other world, learning about the commerce of books.”27 
 
Despite being a successful young scholar with the yearning to be a creative writer, she 
was also a woman and an Australian from an immigrant family, with pressures and 
expectations to find work. A path was already established for her children’s books and 
the editing was something familiar. Her solid safe friendship with Walter Cousins had 
endured, she found a way to repay him, working for his company, having her books 
published by A&R, even feeling able soon to move on to another job. 
  
10 March 1942  
Dear Mr. Cousins, 
Leaving A&R’s is an awful wrench, and I’m very sad about it. Yet, on the 
other hand, now having made the break, and realising what my improved 
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financial position might enable me to do for those most dear to me, I should be 
most unhappy, I know, to find myself still where I was before. You understand 
that, don’t you? You have been kindness itself to me, Mr. Cousins, and I am 
very grateful. Throughout this past year I have striven with all my might to 
repay A&R’s in quality of work for the opportunity they offered me; and I do 
hope you agree with me in my assurance that I have succeeded.
28
 
  
The ongoing relationship with Cousins and A&R changed gradually in the decade 
after the war ended as her books were increasingly successful, though their 
correspondence and visits continued until Cousins’ death in 1950. 
 
Dear Nuri,  
We will get The Little Grammar People out in May. MAGIC AUSTRALIA I 
am afraid will be held up for a little while as we are not very keen on bringing 
new juveniles out before August or September. Every publisher is now on a 
paper quota and cannot produce as many books as they would like.
29
 
 
24 December 1946. Dear Nuri, I saw the review in “Book News” but not the 
one in the Victorian Education Gazette. The book is selling well and will sell 
even better when all your books are on sale. About 5,600 I think have been 
sold. Best of wishes to yourself and mother all through 1947.
30
 
 
In order to make a living from writing and publishing, Mass had to put aside her 
passion for writing adult fiction, and after earlier attempts and encouragement, she 
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and Cousins never discussed it again. The post-war period brought opportunities for 
Australian children’s literature, and Nuri Mass had learned a great deal about 
publishing, networking, business and publicity. This is all reflected in the way she 
now addressed Cousins in a vastly different voice from that of the young girl in 1937. 
Cousins’ contribution to Mass’s development as a young scholar, children’s author 
and publisher was enormous, including through his interest in modernist novels and 
Virginia Woolf and his poor opinion of academics.  
  
The post-World War Two period brought far more change than the Great War 
according to Mass, aware of how many children were without stable home lives and 
good educational reading. She and her mother decided to produce The Australian 
Children’s World, a 20-page children’s magazine, containing stories, nature, 
competitions, comics, contributions from young readers. Mass lobbied for official 
approval from the Minister for Education, who wrote a Foreword. Celeste created five 
comic strips, they wrote all the content, and kept it up despite financial exhaustion, 
and an enormous workload. It lasted several issues, and children loved it, it was 
popular but they lost money on every issue, so when they finally got a backer, they 
sold it.
31
  
  
Looking for ways to return to academic projects, Mass asked Professor Waldock for a 
reference in 1946, in which he reaffirmed his high opinion of her Woolf thesis, still 
hopeful of its publication.
32
 In the same month, Professor E. R. Holme also wrote in 
support of Mass, recommending her for a British Council scholarship to study “the 
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evolution of children’s literature in Britain.”33 Then in 1947, when the University of 
Sydney was finally able to offer PhD degrees, Nuri Mass re-enrolled as a PhD 
candidate with the topic proposed as “Australian women writers.” Unfortunately, 
widowhood forced her to withdraw well before completion, given her two small 
children and the need to survive financially.
34
 Other frustrations also accumulated. 
She was commissioned to write a book about Australian artist Max Meldrum, which 
she researched and wrote, only to have it rejected by the artist because of inferior 
paper quality for printing, so that it was never published.
35
 Determined still to survive 
economically as a writer, though earning small amounts of money, she worked as a 
fiction editor for two weekly journals, The Sun, and Pocket Book and World News, 
and wrote articles for women’s magazines, as well as thrillers using the pseudonym of 
Tina Banks. “I knew the kind of stuff that made popular reading.”36  
 
The close identification Mass had felt while working on Woolf’s novels never left her. 
Like many Woolf readers who live in and know the text, Mass experienced a variety 
of forms of identification, including the intolerable pressures from the father figure 
Mr Ramsay, Rachel Vinrace’s recoiling from men and heterosexuality, Lily Briscoe’s 
pursuit of an unattainable creative resolution, Miss LaTrobe’s angry frustrations and 
resilient production of new visions. The memory of Woolf’s death, the shock, the 
revulsion and the creative block stayed with her. With hindsight, it seemed clear that 
Mass embodied exactly the complex paradox of the woman writer in A Room of One’s 
Own, searching for space and money, a voice and audience, a supportive culture, links 
to other women writers. A harsh judge about herself always, Mass wrote: “My life is a 
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saga of lost opportunities.” She expressed deep conflict about writing, about having 
experience, “not academically, not imaginatively, or theoretically, but with that 
grassroots authenticity with which people themselves can identify. It was my literary 
doom. Experience to be genuine must be a product of the essential inner self.” She 
craved greatness, could not fake experience, and spent her life in search of that elusive 
place.
37
 
  
The three years spent in publishing after leaving university had provided important 
lessons and finally a rediscovery of Mass’s confident self. Skills of self-promotion 
learned in childhood resurfaced and in the post-war climate she emerged into the 
media and publicity world again. Scrapbook entries show how Mass rebuilt her press 
image, publicised her children’s books, wrote a great many reviews of women’s 
books and made the most of her degree success, her MA casting her in the role of a 
literary expert.
38
 She put the Leonard Woolf time behind her but never dropped her 
link to the work and ideas of Virginia Woolf.  
  
A published short story by Mass in 1945, titled “Choice,” has an autobiographical 
feel, exploring the dynamics of women’s personal freedom. In the story, a woman 
rejects marriage in favour of writing, with clear references to A Room of One’s Own.39 
The central character Lee, a self-consciously brash modern woman, is pursued by a 
man she likes, maybe even loves, but she needs space to think, so pushes him away, 
describing him as “fanatically possessive.” What she loves more are her books, her 
typewriter, and her manuscript.  
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With Ron there could be no privacy, nothing quite her own. … She could have 
no existence apart, no sanctuary, no room of her own to take refuge in. ... 
Marriage just didn’t bear thinking about. … “I could never marry you, I could 
never marry anyone. You see, I want to live – to be myself. There’s a side of 
me you’ve never seen, and could never understand.”40 
  
The ending is unresolved, with the girl’s parents applying pressure for her to marry 
while she resists. For a time 1945 seemed a hopeful, energised year for Mass: she had 
written several books and an MA, the war had ended, and she was feeling optimistic. 
Free choices for a young woman were to prove something of a layered and illusory 
matter, however. Her parents did apply pressure for Mass to marry, which in time she 
did.  
  
A more pronounced feminist article appeared in June 1945, in response to an essay by 
Eleanor Dark on women’s “appendage” position in society. Entitled “Woman: Angel-
Witch?” Mass wrote about the changed meanings of fairy tales, reflecting the altered 
power base of men, with some still reflecting matriarchal rather than patriarchal 
values. “Social changes aimed at establishing man as the centre and apex of the 
community,” had meant that the wise woman became the fiend, cast as the wicked 
witch. Over time women have “continued to be scorned, repressed – or at least 
humoured – by the perpetuators of a system so clearly advantageous to the male.”41 
But Mass felt that after a war change could be imagined with new books and women’s 
ideas a part of that world. For the optimist Mass, 1945 was a watershed year: she was 
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finding her voice as a writer and reviewer of modern women’s writing, critiquing the 
fairy tradition and deepening her ideas about the importance of children’s literature as 
part of post-war recovery. She had let go of the disappointment about her failure to 
publish her Woolf thesis. Her proposed PhD, though short-lived, would develop the 
work she was pursuing in her reviews, exploring new modernist writing among 
women writers in Australia.
42
 
  
Her review of Eleanor Dark’s novel The Little Company drew on insights about 
modernist writing, outlining Dark’s use of new modernist methods, describing the 
“memory technique,” the story “ostensibly” about a family during the war, while 
drawing on the past to illuminate the present: “for Mrs Dark’s conception of the 
present – like that of Virginia Woolf, James Joyce, and many others – is as the 
accumulated deposit of the past.”43 Childhood experiences and impulses were as 
important as an analysis of present character and circumstances. “For time, like 
humanity, is one. We are all inextricably bound up with one another, just as our 
present is the inevitable outcome of our past.” She describes “the vastness of the 
author’s canvas, and the symbolical nature of her work. The backdrop is the disaster 
of global war, the creative paralysis of writers in the novel, no serenity, no freedom 
from lurking, angry remorse, failure, searching for a self.”  
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Two press profiles on Mass appeared in September 1945 and April 1946.
44
 In the first, 
she is presented as a well-known literary figure, a child prodigy who did not burn out, 
gained her MA and published several books for children. She was working in a book-
publishing company, with more writing on the go, producing her children’s magazine 
with her artist-mother-collaborator Celeste Mass, with great things expected in her 
future now the war was over. In the second profile, she is called a modern Peter Pan, 
and “like all idealists, a generation ahead.”45  
 
Contacts among journalists and a gift for self-promotion kept Mass’s name in 
mainstream press and magazines. Her children’s books were well reviewed and her 
children’s magazine project set up to encourage an international outlook among 
children. “If we have that we will ensure peace.”46 A review of her fourth book, The 
Wizard of Jenolan, quotes Mass: “children should be taught to think of their country 
as dynamic not static.”47 A lovely piece of journalistic trickery emerges when her 
trashy thriller-writer invention “Tina Banks,” appears in print as “Tina Banks BA,” 
reviewing children’s author Nuri Mass.48 The Banks article discusses developments in 
children’s literature and the importance of books by women authors combining 
enchantment and science.  
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The Printing Press  
 
It seems inevitable in retrospect that Nuri Mass would purchase a printing press, 
walking in Virginia and Leonard Woolf’s footsteps by establishing The Writers Press 
in Sydney. She bought a second-hand Reliance Folio printing press in 1954 for 200 
Pounds, similar to the original Hogarth Press and able to print eight quarto-size pages 
at once. This was set up in her garage at Summer Hill, where she learned typesetting 
and letter-by-letter monotype.
49
 A notebook labelled “Writers Press – Operating 
notes” details the setup, buying a single-phase one-horsepower motor, amid difficult 
negative reactions in her household. As a first project, she successfully printed 1000 
copies of her novel Randy Blair during 1954-1955. 
 
I look, and I marvel, knowing that this masterpiece of mathematical precision 
is concentrating every ounce and movement upon the production of my book! 
While handling it and controlling it, I yet stand in awe of it, realizing how 
easily this ‘perfect servant’ might turn mutineer – and how helpless I would 
be, if it did. What am I doing all this for? 
50
 
  
The same rapture and immersion can be found in Virginia Woolf’s Diaries when she 
and Leonard learned to operate their Hogarth Press. They too only handset in the 
initial stages of their business, later letting the work out to commercial presses, as did 
Nuri Mass.
51
 Impractical and unfinancial, this process of learning to print books was 
thrilling and demanding, in the case of the Woolfs leading to the establishment of a 
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publishing company still in existence, while for Mass it produced many books and 
extreme satisfaction. 
  
No matter the rigour of her purpose, it was hard for Mass to be taken seriously as a 
woman in the post war climate of Sydney Australia. Her setting up of the Writers’ 
Press gained her publicity and photos but it was seen as a novelty because she was a 
woman. The tone was often condescending, stressing her amateur status as a printer, 
the coverage generally more fascinated by the process than the literature produced. 
“Sydney Authoress Sets and Prints Own Book,” “Sydney Authoress and mother,” 
were the headlines, her motherhood always central to the story. In interviews, Mass 
stresses her aim, to fill a gap because publishers will not risk publishing work that is 
not popular. “The real literary culture of this country has to go overseas or is being 
discouraged into oblivion.”52  
  
A positive review of her novel Randy Blair by writer Kenneth Slessor focused first on 
the production with the writer printing her own book: of the novel itself he wrote: “It 
treats a contemporary Sydney theme with sophistication and quite without self-
consciousness,” and thought it would be quite a commercial book.53 The Bulletin also 
focused on her publishing and handsetting a novel on her own press. “The dream took 
form when Miss Mass was studying the novels of Virginia Woolf for her MA thesis, 
and she was struck by the fact that the works of this great writer were withheld from 
the public for so long for lack of a publisher. The Writers Press is the fulfilment of her 
dream. ‘I hope to do something for Australian literature.’”54  
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 In an article about her life published many years later, Mass reflected on the 
university years and her later life choices, as her habit of self-criticism had never 
really given her peace, despite many great successes and a creative life.
55
 
 
Mass remained a solitary person, scared of the outside world, a compulsive 
student, she couldn’t relate to people. “I stayed on at University for the MA 
where I felt sheltered and safe. I was asked to continue on, tutoring and then 
lecturing. Almost simultaneously Angus and Robertson offered me a trainee 
editorship.” She took that because she knew she had to stop running scared. 
“I’ve just been so unrealistic through my life.” She bought a Reliance Folio 
press for $400. It was love at first sight. She taught herself to print, printed a 
little slight novel she had written as a practice, got sent hundreds of 
manuscripts, mostly rubbish. Then her husband was killed in a fire accident, 
she was sole breadwinner, and the press stopped. It was all idealism and no 
profit. So she took over his engraving company, with 27 workers, managed it 
for 18 years, made it a success finally. Her writing dried up after his death for 
some years, “a sort of deadness in my life which was the lack of writing.” 
Then it all stirred again and The Wonderland of Nature was written, five 
editions and a 30,000 run by Paul Hamlyn Group. Then thereafter the pattern 
of one book a year, Many Paths, One Heaven, the ABC made a 12-part series 
of it. China. The Waking Giant, then Australian Wildflower Magic, then 
Flowers of the Australian Alps. Then a real novel, The Gift, then Donna Roon, 
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then As Much Right to Live, then the last, Don’t Kill It, It’s Me. Her mother 
helped raise her children, taught them everything, just as she had with Nuri.
56
 
 
The loss of a possible publication of the Mass thesis was a genuine loss to Woolf 
criticism in 1942. Were there other options if later she had been able to shorten the 
manuscript? Leonard Woolf might well have still been approachable. There may have 
been an Australian publisher, but A&R would not have been interested. Could she 
have published it herself? Given her dynamism and gift for self-promotion, it is 
difficult to come to a conclusion about this. There were personal reasons – economics, 
family, children and early widowhood – against this, but still options. The fact that 
Melbourne University Press published in 1944 the shorter Deborah Newton book on 
Virginia Woolf, as discussed in my chapter 7, shows that an opportunity may have 
existed. Leonard Woolf and John Lehmann may still have advised her, as they 
remained interested in promoting colonial work and studies of Woolf. The decision to 
leave her thesis in a box was Nuri’s judgement that the moment had passed. She was 
incorrect but it was up to her, with a line drawn under that time and prodigious work.  
  
 Even though her thesis was not published, Mass’s life demonstrated the deep impact 
of Woolf’s legacy, in her lifelong commitment to creative writing, reviewing 
Australian women’s work, establishing a hand press and publishing company, her 
anti-war politics and pacifism. Her much-loved children’s publications were imbued 
with educational rigour as well as imaginative flights, she engaged with Australian 
literary culture and Indigenous rights, national identity, ecology, politics. Right to the 
end with her last novel about the Vietnam War and her last poems about peace, she 
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remained a pacifist, while her library, held by the family, reflected an enduring 
interest in Woolf until her death in 1994.
57
  
 
In the next and final chapter, I broaden the frame of reference for the Mass thesis to 
consider it in an international context, in relation to three other student theses on 
Virginia Woolf by young women written between 1930 and 1944, attempting to 
establish guidelines for a new historiographic pattern of research. 
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Chapter 7 
Early Student Readings of Woolf – A New Historiography 
 
 
Introduction 
 
Expanding the exercise in contextualising, in this chapter I consider three of the 
earliest student theses on Virginia Woolf, by Elizabeth McKee Eddy (Chicago 1930), 
Ruth Gruber (Cologne 1932), and Deborah Newton (Melbourne 1944).
1
 The 
pioneering Eddy thesis unexpectedly came to light during my research at the New 
York Public Library in 2009. I was privileged to meet Dr Ruth Gruber at an 
International Virginia Woolf Conference (Birmingham 2006) after reading her 
reissued early work, later visiting her twice in New York. The Newton thesis, which 
was completed and published just two years after Mass’s work, provided another 
reference point to assess Australian scholarship and the shaping of Woolf’s legacy 
after her death. The Depression, a world war, lost opportunities and changing critical 
concepts all combined to assure the relative obscurity of these studies by young 
women, in the nature of all ongoing research. Not only proving the trigger for my own 
remembrance of the Mass thesis, the republication of Ruth Gruber’s 1932 thesis in 
2005 proved the impetus for new interest in early readings of Woolf, much aided by 
Gruber’s own longevity and subsequent engagement with the scholarly Woolf 
community, as a rare witness and scholar of that earlier period.  
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These three theses, when placed alongside the Mass thesis, provide a significant 
limited cluster written outside Britain from 1930 to 1944, two Australian and two 
American, a framework relevant to both the spread of modernism and critical practice 
before the New Criticism set the post-war academic agenda. Each one takes an 
original approach to Woolf’s work, collectively covering the period from her 
emerging significance through to her death and contested legacy. Moving forward 
from contextualising the Mass thesis within its own time and place, this combination 
allows focus on a different set of relationships, less about influence or interpretation 
and more about the experience of young women energised by a new field of critical 
encounter. Each of these young women, writing about a woman writer, produced 
results as different from each other as could be imagined, but all are testament to the 
dynamics of the engagement and the freedom implied in the exercise of research and 
inquiry. The historiographic implications may be considered as a part of Woolf’s 
work addressing the next generation of young writers and scholars, studied for the 
first time by women university students, with their theses providing the base for new 
patterns of research within international Woolf scholarship.
2
  
  
All four research projects were carried out with the guidance and advice of 
supervisors who wanted to promote a woman’s view of Woolf’s work, thus providing 
a unique opportunity to explore this brief window of experimental engagement. Little 
came of these research projects in their own time since they did not contribute to an 
ongoing recognisable body of critical knowledge inside the academy. As student 
work, they were largely ignored, their positive interpretations lost among later more 
critical views of Woolf and Bloomsbury. Emphasis on modernist masculinity, war and 
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post-war culture, tended to emphasise a more hostile climate for studies of Woolf, as 
did the Leavisites’ moral objections to “the homosocial world exemplified by 
Bloomsbury.”3 Written within the experimental climate of an early modernist 
diaspora, by young women students from the New World, each encountered Woolf as 
a feminist writer. Long before the feminist renaissance and new interpretations of the 
1970s, this early work on Woolf highlights an interrupted moment of exploration and 
experiment at the cultural and national margins, during a key period in the 
transmission of modernist texts.  
 
In chapters 1 and 2 on critical reception, my exploration highlighted published 
material accessed by Nuri Mass, while updating the contextual field established in 
1994 by Eleanor McNees (Virginia Woolf: Critical Assessments), whose survey did 
not include early academic theses. My chosen four thesis writers entered the academy 
when women were still very much a minority of the student population, so it is 
striking that they were urged to study Woolf from a woman’s perspective. While I am 
unable to claim these are the only theses on Woolf written in the period, my search 
did not uncover any others in English, and only one other of the early period, a BA 
from Germany.
4
 In all four, the students wrote about Woolf as a woman writer whose 
work (particularly her essays) addressed the issues of women’s writing and modernist 
method, and whose literary significance was still in formation. What emerged from 
readings of these four theses was a marvellous diversity and boldness of encounter. 
Although there are points of similarity, there are as many divergences in theme, 
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critical tools, organisation and philosophical structure. The newness of the collision of 
young women students and a significant but not-yet-canonical woman writer was very 
much in the spirit of modernism. Eddy, Gruber, Mass and Newton independently 
embarked upon original, often experimental, theses about Virginia Woolf, with 
approaches reflecting their supervision and the critical methods of their times and 
institutions, their gender and youthfulness amplifying the exceptional nature of this 
group of scholars.  
 
 
Elizabeth McKee Eddy (1895- 1967)  
 
Elizabeth McKee Eddy at the University of Chicago in 1930 was part of a remarkable 
and short-lived experiment in new textual methods pioneered by her supervisor 
Professor Edith Rickert,
5
 using structural and graphic methodology to analyse the 
modernist sentence, informed by the decoding systems of US and UK cryptographers 
in the First World War. The Eddy thesis is a significant new discovery which has not 
previously been placed in any comparative context in Woolf studies.  
  
Titled “A Study of the Style of Mrs Virginia Woolf with Special Emphasis on her 
Thought Patterns,” Eddy’s dissertation involved an experimental methodology with 
complex statistical records and hand-drawn graphs, indicating a high level of 
engagement with its direction by the thesis supervisor Professor Edith Rickert (1871-
1938). Previously undocumented in Woolf literature, the thesis was probably the first 
academic work on Woolf outside the UK, during a period when the University of 
                                                          
 
5
 Rima Lunin Schultz and Adele Hast, Women Building Chicago 1790-1990: A Biographical 
Dictionary (Bloomington and Indianapolis: Indiana University Press, 2001), 747-49.  
227 
Chicago was known as a progressive co-educational school, a centre for experimental 
research and the promotion of women’s education. Elizabeth McKee Eddy had come 
to her study at Chicago via Birmingham, Alabama, a BA from University of 
Wisconsin (1917) some years of teaching, finally entering Graduate School at the 
University of Chicago in 1926. She was later employed as a project director of 
research at Hunter College in New York and died in 1967.
6
  
 
Eddy’s research on Virginia Woolf was part of an innovative teaching project 
developed by Edith Rickert, involving team research practices to expand methods for 
the study of modern literature. An advocate for women’s education, Rickert taught 
modern British and American literature, but was better known for her work on 
Chaucer and medieval textual research, becoming a Professor in the English 
Department at the University of Chicago in 1930, the year of the Eddy thesis.
7
 Her 
teaching career had been interrupted during World War I when her knowledge of 
languages resulted in recruitment to code-breaking efforts at the War Department in 
Washington D.C., breaking German codes and devising new codes for the Allies, 
working with other noted cryptologists. This cypher and codebreaking experience so 
greatly impacted her ideas about language and thought structures that on her return to 
the University of Chicago in 1919 she set about applying cryptographic methodology 
to modernist texts and sentence structures, writing and co-editing several books.
8
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Rickert believed it was possible to develop scientific method for analysing modern 
literary style, and to turn the study of literature in a new direction through the 
application of complex theoretical tools. Modern writers would be studied like a 
cipher, using encryption to reveal content behind the surface. Rickert’s book New 
Methods for the Study of Literature (1927) outlined her ideas, describing the intense 
research gathering, involving students. Elizabeth McKee Eddy’s thesis on Woolf 
formed part of this project, underpinned by Rickert’s experiment in revealing how 
modernist thought and consciousness had broken into new thinking. 
  
This book has not been written; it has grown. Its root lies in the methods of 
code analysis used in the Code and Cipher Section of Military Intelligence in 
Washington during the war… An attempt was made in 1922, in a graduate 
course at the University of Chicago, to work out scientifically some of the 
phenomena of tone color and rhythm. Later, methods were found for the study 
of imagery, of words, of sentences, and of visual devices.
9
  
 
Rickert’s hypothesis was that the soul of literature was inseparable from its style, its 
body, incorporating imagery, words, thought patterns, and visual devices, accessed 
through statistical analysis of sentence structures. Through student-driven labour-
intensive research, using graphical and statistical methods of analysis, she could build 
statistical records and graphic presentations. With numerous theses in progress under 
her supervision (including one on Woolf by Eddy), Rickert praised the students’ 
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courage in taking on theses using untried and time-consuming methods, like the code-
breakers.
10
  
 
Literature is symbols. But it does not follow that words in a dictionary or any 
ideal grammar give us literature. The point is that although not all word 
arrangements are literature, literature is nothing more than certain 
arrangements of certain words. So what is different? The purpose. The desire 
to communicate experience through word arrangements (like paint, sound, 
body rhythm) – the mind of the writer and the word patterns, and the mind of 
the reader. There is a double loss in the process – language lags behind 
experience – the writer  fails, the reader fails. But it is a relationship, a 
communication by patterns.
11
 
 
Woolf’s novel Mrs Dalloway was a key text used in Rickett’s experiments, along with 
work by Gertrude Stein, James Joyce, and Dada poetry from The Dial. A number of 
students, including Eddy, spent a lot of time testing the methods, and gained their 
degrees in the process. Rickert was a compelling advocate, passionate about her 
hypotheses, convinced modernist thought forms changed the direction of creative 
discovery, “emotional associations of words, the very architecture of thought.”12 
Elizabeth McKee Eddy’s MA on Woolf followed the Rickert method, as indicated 
throughout her thesis: 
  
For details of the method followed, the reader may consult Miss Rickert’s 
New Methods for the Study of Literature, Chapter IV… The method which 
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she has evolved for the study of thought-patterns differs from the usual 
analysis of sentence structure in that it substitutes psychological conceptions 
for rigid grammatical structures, not only of the sentence as a whole but of the 
functions of elements within the sentence. A system of charting has been 
devised whereby the sentence is reduced to a group of lines so drawn and 
related that they will express the order and proportion of parts and the relative 
co-ordination or subordination of one part to another.
13
 
 
Eddy focused on four novels – The Voyage Out, Jacob’s Room, Mrs Dalloway and To 
the Lighthouse – making a random choice of 300 consecutive sentences from 3 places 
(beginning, middle and end) in all four novels, which were then diagrammed. Using 
charting paper, large and small squares, horizontal lines, the subject and modifiers 
were plotted, in a complex breakdown. Using this method, Woolf was claimed not to 
shape her material in any formal way but to present it direct from the mind, with more 
verbs beginning sentences, thanks to a large number of musing sentences. There was 
variety and flexibility, the creation of psychological realism and simplification. In her 
later novels, Virginia Woolf was said to reveal the raw materials of the mind through 
the interior monologues of her characters, slipping from the subjective to the objective 
level of thought imperceptibly.
14
  
 
Eddy analysed dangling or awkwardly attached participles, a technique for the 
blocking of thought and the confusion of ideas, as well as detached constructions 
which created a mingling of past and present, inner self and outer world. Sentences 
had a large number of shifts in subject, often up to ten, with irregular constructions 
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and dangling participles, including faulty grammatical co-ordination.
15
 A review of 
such errors showed them to be extensive and deliberate, occurring in sentences 
representing the interior monologues of characters, so creating the vagaries of the 
mind in a defiance of convention. The stream of consciousness novel began with an 
organic whole which then broke into parts so that the individual sentence often lost its 
identity. Eddy concluded that the blocked sentence gave reality to certain mental 
states, which allowed Mrs Woolf to gain her most interesting effects: a thought 
groping through to clarity, and an impression of brooding delight in the external 
world. There was an apparent artlessness in her organisation of sentences, 
underpinned by intentional rhetorical devices.
16
 Two distinct types of sentences were 
identified: 1. Blocked or Groping, used for mental states and 2. A Descriptive Type, 
conveying a vivid sense of Woolf’s often repeated tenet that everything has meaning, 
giving the raw materials of the mind, thoughts and feelings. The reader’s work was to 
transform this raw material, to be creative in the act of reading. 
 
Eddy effectively demonstrated and pictorially documented Woolf’s original and 
intentional sentence structures, guided by her insightful reading of the novels. Her 
painstakingly hand-drawn graphics, unaided by technology, demonstrated a critical 
method that could produce genuine insights but was to prove unsustainable. It came to 
be regarded as quasi-scientific, and its time passed, but there is much to be gained by 
a new engagement with some of the underlying ideas. While too labour intensive at 
that time, it has now become more relevant to scholars within the digital humanities, 
where Edith Rickert, inspired by her exposure to code breaking, can now be placed as 
a pioneer of digital research into the architecture of thought. She gave her students, 
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including Eddy, provocative ideas and methods, new tools and modernist writing. The 
innovative teaching method and ideas of a progressive university fostering women’s 
education, interdisciplinary methodologies to engage with the writings of Virginia 
Woolf, gives both Rickert’s writings and the Eddy thesis importance as pioneering 
experiments in any ongoing study of early Woolf textual readings, and women’s 
education. 
 
 
Ruth Gruber (1911 – 2016) 
  
Ruth Gruber’s 1932 PhD thesis was entitled “Virginia Woolf: A Study,” completed in 
Cologne as an extension study from Brooklyn, USA. She was one of the first 
American women to earn a PhD, and claimed to be the youngest, her thesis reflecting 
the German philosophical approach to the study of literature, focusing on the 
influence of ideas. It was printed under the title Virginia Woolf: The Will To Create 
As a Woman in 1935 by Tauchnitz Press, for sale to travellers in Germany, and 
republished to acclaim in 2005. Later a renowned photo-journalist and foreign 
correspondent, Ruth Gruber began her pioneering thesis on Woolf in 1931.
17
 The 
2005 reprint included material about her experiences as a young Jewish American 
exchange student in Germany in 1931, expanding the contextual value of her early 
study, discussing how she came to choose Woolf as her subject, and writing about her 
now famous interview with Woolf in London. The reprint also includes other 
                                                          
 
17
 “Ruth Gruber, a Fearless Chronicler of the Jewish Struggle, Dies at 105,” New York Times 31 
October 2016, https://www.nytimes.com/2016/11/18/nyregion/ruth-gruber-dead.html.  
233 
historical documents, including several letters from Virginia Woolf to Gruber, making 
it a model of contextual presentation of an early Woolf reading.
18
  
 
On her way to Cologne, Gruber spent a month in Paris, attending classes at the 
Sorbonne and sitting at the Metropole Café hoping to see Hemingway and Stein.
19
 
She was filled with a vision of Americans abroad, the new modernism and the 
romance of European culture, all of which was about to change with a new, violent 
politics. 
 
I arrived at Cologne University in 1931 on an Institute of International 
Education Fellowship. A few weeks later, I was asked by Professor Herbert 
Schoffler to work for a Ph.D: “I have a special reason. I love Virginia Woolf’s 
work. My students don’t know English well enough to analyse it. You are the 
only American here. You would be writing the first doctoral thesis on her.” … 
I hung VW’s picture on my bedroom wall, and became mesmerised by her 
writing. A Room of One’s Own became my bible, and Orlando my favourite 
novel. When I told Schoffler that I wanted to know much more about her, he 
suggested I write her at the Hogarth Press. Thus began my correspondence 
with her.
20
  
 
As she worked on her thesis, Gruber witnessed the rise of the Nazis in Cologne, 
including a Hitler rally, and decided to write about women and fascism. She wrote to 
Woolf requesting a meeting to talk about her research, and from the outset linked her 
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study of Woolf with anti-fascist political connections and feminist resistance. Various 
anecdotes, written by Gruber for the 2005 reprinting, created the dynamic context in 
which she wrote her thesis.
21
 Six years before Woolf wrote her own account of the 
rise of the Nazis and fascism, Three Guineas (1938), Gruber was daily experiencing 
the rise of Hitler, her own Jewishness in a challenging environment, and Woolf’s 
books. While writing her thesis she also attended classes on Nietzsche and modern 
English Literature. The professor who taught Nietzsche was a known hater of Jews, 
Americans and women, and was later one of her examiners, making the oral exams a 
challenge, while her Jewish supervisor Professor Schoffler, suicided when the Nazis 
came to arrest him.
22
  
  
Gruber approached Woolf’s writing and ideas with a consciously muscular, energetic 
style and language, more European than English, drawing on philosophical tools and 
dramatic writing to explore and express her unique analysis of Woolf’s vision. Her 
Woolf was a heroic feminist writer, who sought to penetrate the psychic 
consciousness of women, looking for new forms and structures to achieve this.
23
 
Tauchnitz Press, who later published Gruber’s thesis, also published all of Woolf’s 
novels for the English market in Germany, giving Gruber easy access to all her texts, 
including the recently published The Waves.
24
 From her first chapter, “The Poet 
Versus the Critic,” Gruber explores Woolf’s dual roles as creative writer and critic, 
engaging with central questions of sex, hostility and cultural theory. She saw Woolf as 
determined to write consciously as a woman, to contest the traditions of men, and to 
denounce prejudices about feminine creativity. Drawing on Woolf’s own argument in 
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A Room of One’s Own, Gruber paints critics as a menacing force, inimical to Woolf’s 
project. The notion of polarity as a theme in cultures and individuals ran through the 
whole thesis, as seen in the struggle for new forms and voices in modernism and in 
individual writers such as Woolf.
25
 
 
Gruber’s second chapter, “The Struggle for a Style,” noted changes in sentence 
construction as Woolf experimented. “She is driven to break her forms as soon as she 
has created them,” a process satirised in Orlando, which charts Woolf’s own literary 
growth as much as that of Vita Sackville-West.
26
 For Gruber, Orlando held the clue to 
all Woolf’s development, being a form of self-characterisation under the cover of a 
mock biography. This was an original insight, one shared also by Mass. It was gained 
from Gruber’s deep reading of all Woolf’s work, and encouraged by the theme of 
polarity, of patterns of creativity and destruction, which came also from Gruber’s 
work on Nietzsche.  
 
The writing of Orlando, published the year after A Room of One’s Own, was seen as 
the moment of liberation of Woolf’s style, greatly influenced by Chaucer, Montaigne, 
Shakespeare and Austen, founded in wide reading. Bending Proust, Bergson, Joyce 
and Eliot to serve her needs, she experimented in modern form, but unlike James 
Joyce, Woolf did not use made-up words.
27
 Her word images came from her reading, 
and her originality flowed from this background, as she became a transition writer, a 
bridge between old and new.
28
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English literary style, the heritage of the classic poets and prose writers, is 
inherent in her word-groups, her imagery, her rhythm. And in her meditations 
and philosophy, she is the direct off-spring of the melancholy Englanders with 
their love of nature and their fear of death. She marks the end of a 
movement… and she is still modern, intellectually modern. From the 
contemporary French Impressionists, she derives inspiration for the structure 
of her later novels; her speculations on time and space are from the Bergsonian 
air she breathes.
29
 
  
Gruber’s confident American/German fusion of style and tone in writing about Woolf 
revealed a perspective very different from that of Mass, whose tertiary education in 
Australia was in transitional mode around colonial dilemmas about English cultural 
dominance. Woolf’s self-mocking tone in Orlando resonated with Gruber’s own 
stance as an American outsider with European roots, allowing her a unique 
perspective on Woolf as the inheritor of melancholy Englanders. This approach 
resonates with Rachel Bowlby’s point (chapter 1) about Woolf needing to be freed 
from the limited domain of parochial English moralism and placed in the context of 
European modernity, as well as feminist criticism and continental theory.
30
  
 
Gruber also explored Woolf’s use of creative genres. Music, contrapuntal technique 
and synchronic time were threaded throughout the work from Jacob’s Room on, as 
Woolf encountered the surging rhythms of the universe, seen as emotionally feminine. 
From Mrs Dalloway, Woolf was said to be writing like a woman: her thoughts run on, 
and she has the freedom to explore the consciousness of her sex.  
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Mrs Dalloway is representative of the emotional, quasi-poetic woman whose 
thoughts are largely memories. She is the social analogy of the great Mother… 
making a world her own wherever she happened to be. Streams of 
consciousness are explored in all the characters. The present is a kind of 
maypole from which each character flees with his own streamer back into the 
past.
31
  
  
Bergson’s philosophy of Vitalism was seen as an influence here, his poetic concept of 
reality modulating Woolf’s thinking. In the tension between time on the clock and 
time in the mind, between measured time and creative time, consciousness was 
comprehended through discrepant temporal impressions.  
 
It is in this psychic creative memory, where the measured laws of time and 
space are shattered, that Virginia Woolf approximates Bergson’s Elan Vital. 
She builds the characters in Mrs Dalloway through their own recreation of 
time past, a Bergsonian influence upon Proust and Joyce and through them 
upon contemporary literature.
32
 
 
In To the Lighthouse, Gruber found a synthesis of Jacob’s Room and Mrs Dalloway, 
in an expanded form. Woolf was not a pessimist, she insisted, and while there was 
poetic fatalism, hope appeared within the deepest chaos. In the void of “nothingness,” 
there was decay but new life. In the “Time Passes” section of the novel, there was 
mortality in time while vestiges of life repudiated the non-being. The house itself held 
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life and, after decomposition, it could again hold life. An influence from music was 
again seen, with elements of Schubert and Wagner in the harmonic structures.
33
 
 
For Gruber, painting was an equally major thread throughout Woolf’s work. She 
depicted the external frame of To the Lighthouse as a static canvas, with immobile 
chiaroscuro settings. The window so prominent in the first section enclosed Mrs 
Ramsay, a figure of the Great Mother. All life passed by the window, with Mrs 
Ramsay a Renaissance painting of the Mother of God. Lily Briscoe, the actual painter 
in the novel, has tried to create one shape that would hold the moment, so that in the 
midst of chaos there is shape, in the eternal passing and flowing there is stillness.  
 
In The Waves, Gruber saw Woolf’s philosophy in action. Her characters personified 
the cosmic polarity of light and darkness, of shape and ambiguity. Time became the 
problem, measured time and the fitful time of creative consciousness. A visionary, 
Woolf had created a world where no absolute truth existed and fluidity was dominant. 
Six characters appear like mystic poets seeing visions without words, so that 
conversation exists in the psychic realm, exposing the intricacies of the nervous 
system rather than through a tangible stimulus of words. The novel was a reflection of 
“English futilitarianism” the characters having lost their driving will to power.34 
Focussing on elemental forces in all the novels, on struggle, vision, primal darkness, 
futility and permanence, Gruber makes the case for polarity between struggling to 
control order and intuiting that order from within chaos.  
 
                                                          
 
33
 Gruber, Virginia Woolf, 116-21. 
 
34
 Gruber, Virginia Woolf, 125-32. 
239 
These Germanic themes, from Nietzsche to Freud, were pronounced and unlikely to 
be appreciated by Woolf, as demonstrated when they finally met, and in Woolf’s later 
comments on receipt of the thesis. Three letters from Woolf to Gruber are reprinted in 
the 2005 edition, in which Woolf thanks her for the book, but does not read it. “I try to 
avoid reading about my own writing when I am actually writing.”35 None of the letters 
to Gruber are reprinted in Woolf’s Letters, but there is a letter to Julian Bell in which 
Woolf refers to Gruber as “an importunate and unfortunate Gerwoman who thinks I 
can help her with facts about Women Under Democracy – little she knows – what you 
do about your poor old Virginia.”36 Their actual meeting the following day in London 
on 15 October 1935 was memorable for Gruber, they talked of Germany and Hitler. “I 
was in rapture. I had met Virginia Woolf.”37 
  
In her final thesis chapter, “The Will to Create as a Woman,” Gruber expanded her 
interpretation of the feminine as a womanly love of details which subverts a rigid 
sense of form, and linked with Woolf’s interest in structural formalism, via critics Fry 
and Bell, and via Cezanne and the visual art principles of still life. The room itself 
emerged as the setting and embodiment of feminine form, where women have sat for 
centuries, characters either fitted into rooms or standing at windows. While ingenious, 
Gruber’s critical linkages and emphasis on the feminine form were not ideas shared 
by Woolf.
38
 In hindsight these very divergences of interpretation capture well the 
dynamics applying when the study is of a living author and one who could 
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conceivably be visited and interviewed, unlike the geographically distant author Mass 
contemplated.  
 
The role of sex in Woolf’s novels was less clear to Gruber, although in Orlando she 
found bi-sexuality, the theory that the great poet was a composite of man and woman. 
Homosexuality among poets, from Sappho to Proust, allowed for the possibility that 
fusion took place, with the mind being fully fertilised and using all its faculties. 
Orlando however caused some confusion for Gruber. “Traces of lesbianism”39 appear 
before Orlando’s conversion is complete, through an unfinished metamorphosis: 
“though she herself was a woman, it was still a woman she loved.”40 Though Woolf 
was herself playing with such theories, Gruber took seriously something that differed 
from her own Freudian approach, an example where the subtlety of the subject 
outstripped her interpreter. Gruber’s analysis is clearly Freudian:  
 
In her attempt to understand women, Virginia Woolf seeks not only normal 
women, building in their femininity the pole to men, but women who combine 
within themselves, like the lady Orlando, both poles, or who tend even more 
towards masculinity. Although her men are frequently effeminate, it is not 
they but the women who appear abnormal. Yet their Lesbianism is never 
absolutely indulged. The psychology of the Lesbian attracts her; she sees in it 
that duality of sex, that coexistence of man and woman, which she describes at 
length in A Room of One’s Own.41  
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For Gruber, Sally Seton in Mrs Dalloway has masculine traits in her nature, and the 
powerful scene of the kiss between Clarissa and Sally is explored in some depth. 
Issues of so-called androgynal sensations, frigidity, unnamed raptures, were all 
addressed by Gruber, who was drawn to discuss sexuality in Woolf, unlike most 
reviewers. Mass had looked at sexual variance but not at sex itself, while Gruber 
identified and quoted in full the passage in Mrs Dalloway now interpreted as 
embodying the experience of orgasm. 
 
Suggesting the fetichisms (sic) and poetic sensibilities so often inherent in 
Lesbianism, “It was a sudden revelation, a tinge like a blush which one tried to 
check and then, as it spread, one yielded to its expansion, and rushed to the 
farthest verge and there quivered and felt the world come closer, swollen with 
some astonishing significance, some pressure of rapture, which split its thin 
skin and gushed and poured with an extraordinary alleviation over the cracks 
and sores! Then, for that moment, she had seen an illumination; a match 
burning in a crocus; an inner meaning…” In its flowing sensuality, this 
experience recalls the ecstatic moments which D. H. Lawrence perceives 
between man and woman. The same sensation of heightened living is in both, 
the sense of touching the core of life.
42
 
 
Linking Woolf with Lawrence in this way, Gruber acknowledged the sexually 
passionate nature of Woolf’s writing, including its concealments. Clarissa Dalloway’s 
attempts at concealment were seen as useless, her marriage and her maternity as 
masks for her deeper feelings, living with her husband a passionless love. Gruber 
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referred to Radclyffe Hall’s The Well of Loneliness (1928) for its account of Sapphic 
relationships, and gestured towards a level of understanding of this element of 
Woolf’s work that was not fully explored until decades later. 
 
Woman is for her the genius of life. It is she who creates and satisfies the 
human need for a room.… With true artistry Virginia Woolf attempts to make 
of such women figures of completion.… She continues the revolt of women. 
She is a spiritual suffragist. Just as Nietzsche had proclaimed the Men of the 
future, so Virginia Woolf and her contemporaries are making the way for the 
Women of the future. The political emancipation is one step; the intellectual 
emancipation must follow.
43
 
  
Ruth Gruber submitted her PhD thesis in the summer of 1932, the written critiques 
stating: “It is a critical study of a woman by a woman. A man could never have 
written this work. It possesses deep critical powers and a profound knowledge of 
English and world literature.” Another examiner wrote: “This work could be a model 
for modern criticism. The struggle of the poet with the critic is seen very sharply, very 
clearly. The work shows amazing maturity and originality.”44 
 
On her return to the USA in 1932, Gruber was feted by the New York Times as the 
youngest PhD in the world. Articles and interviews in the New York Herald Tribune 
and the New York Evening Post were headlined “GIRL PHD, 20,” and “Sex and 
Intellect.” However, despite the publicity, she could not get a job. Finally, she applied 
to the Guggenheim Foundation and in 1935 won a grant from the New Jersey 
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Federation of Women’s Clubs to travel and write a book on women under fascism, 
communism and democracy. Finally, she was able to meet Virginia Woolf in London, 
and also saw the publication of her thesis by Tauchnitz Press. She was hired by the 
Herald Tribune to be a special foreign correspondent, writing articles of interest. Thus 
began a long career as journalist, writer and photo-journalist, working during World 
War II for the Roosevelt administration helping Jewish refugees.
45
 Ruth Gruber was 
nominated for the Nobel Peace Prize in 2010.  
 
 
Deborah Newton (1922-2006)  
 
Deborah Newton’s 1944 BA Hons thesis, entitled “Virginia Woolf,” 
is included here as a useful endpoint to this survey of early readings, published by 
Melbourne University Press in 1946. As the only one of the four to begin her thesis 
after Woolf’s death, Newton benefitted from access to previously unavailable texts, 
including essays and experimental short fiction, released by Leonard Woolf shortly 
after Woolf’s death. Newton’s work also highlights and confirms the shift in attitude 
towards Woolf from 1944, positioning her as a significant essayist, feminist and 
minor novelist of an earlier era. The four theses span the period when most of Woolf’s 
greatest works were available, including Jacob’s Room, Mrs Dalloway, To the 
Lighthouse and The Waves, while Newton was able to include in her study much of 
the early experimental fiction.
46
 She went on to complete further studies at Lady 
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Margaret Hall, Oxford, returning to teach for a time at Melbourne University in 1951, 
before moving permanently to England.
47
 
 
Deborah Newton began her study by invoking the special resonance of a photograph 
of Woolf. In this case it was one she found in The New Republic journal: “Sad eyes, a 
mouth curved with humour, aloof, vague. The mouth redeems it from mysticism.”48 It 
is now hard to imagine a time when there was not a vast array of iconic Woolf 
portraits, but Newton and the other three students knew little of her life, even what she 
looked like. The temptation was there to read a single photograph, projecting layers of 
meaning.  
 
Writing well after Woolf’s death in 1941, Newton had more knowledge of the details 
of her life than the other students. As well as obituaries, she read “Reminiscences of 
Virginia Woolf” in Horizon 17, May 1941, and the Reid Memorial Lecture given by 
E. M. Forster, printed by Cambridge University Press in 1942.
49
 Forster’s eulogy 
deeply influenced Newton, as demonstrated by her almost word for word use of his 
judgement of Woolf’s best-known feminist essays. Woolf, according to both Forster 
and Newton, had “a curious militant streak in her personality, prompting one of her 
best books A Room of One’s Own and her poorest Three Guineas.”50 Citing Woolf’s 
hatred of war, and reflecting on the essay “Thoughts on Peace,” Newton claimed that 
the war took away Woolf’s humour and light-heartedness; being prone to melancholy, 
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she then took her life.
51
 With these judgements made at the outset, it was clear that a 
new shape was emerging to assess the work and reputation of Woolf after her death. 
While positive about Woolf’s work, Newton repeated and amplified the key 
judgements made at this time about her death, her politics and her feminism. 
 
The strength of the Newton thesis was its focus on the essays and short fiction, more 
of which became available with the publication of A Haunted House in 1944.
52
 From 
the essay “Evening over Sussex: Reflections in a Motor Car,” Newton extracted 
Woolf’s idea of the five selves she inhabited, summarised thus: The first, wanting to 
soak things up – “I cannot hold this”; the second, the need to accept what is; the third, 
a detachment, a weariness of life, “the dangerous self”; the fourth, a more vigorous 
hopeful sense of the immortality of the soul, a bright future; and the fifth, the 
indefatigable self with the love of everyday life.
53
 These five selves as expressed by 
Woolf were then used by Newton as the critical lens through which to explore the 
novels.  
 
Newton considered the relative strengths of Woolf as critic/scholar and as novelist, in 
her case concluding that, while a brilliant critic and essayist, fiction was Woolf’s great 
medium. Like Gruber and Mass, Newton also read Orlando as not only a parody of 
current biography but a revealing autobiography, depicting Woolf’s own background 
and intellectual development.
54
 Keenly aware of the negative critical view of Woolf 
gaining traction after her death, in particular the negative criticism coming from 
academic publishers, Newton cited in particular the attacks from George Sampson, 
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editor of the Concise Cambridge History of English Literature.
55
 In Woolf’s defence, 
Newton countered that Woolf was not an ivory tower writer, that she explored the 
hidden workings of the human mind using the symbolic in language, an approach both 
abstract and intellectual. Life was fluid, not an ordered succession, there were hidden 
connections between things, and Woolf had invented a form to encompass this.
56
 As 
with Eddy, Gruber and Mass, Newton had a strong sense of the multiple forms used 
by Woolf, seeing the novels as primary but her criticism as life-affirming, 
experimental and ground-breaking for women.  
 
By 1945, this affirmative position had already lost the field, replaced by the 
dominance of New Criticism and Leavisite anti-Bloomsbury ideas, which excluded 
Woolf and many other modernists from the post-war critical canon. The Leavis 
influence spread to universities in Australia and elsewhere and remained strong 
through to the 1970s.
57
 Newton’s thoughtful Woolf study, in the context of Woolf’s 
death, the changing curricula and post war attitudes, marks the end of a particular 
period of modernist exploration. A brief period in which Woolf’s novels were taught 
at university was followed by erasure from any reading lists, with the work labelled as 
minor, her identity as mad and fragile. Newton’s study and its publication by 
Melbourne University Press ran contrary to this move away from Woolf as a 
significant writer, the book assisted financially by her influential father and family’s 
social prominence in Melbourne, albeit a fine piece of writing.  
 
By way of comparison with a UK commentary on Woolf, Joan Bennett’s small book 
Virginia Woolf: Her Art as a Novelist was published the same year as Newton’s 
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study, 1945.
58
 A lecturer in English at Cambridge University, Bennett also took a 
positive critical stance, describing Woolf’s vision of life in the fluidity of human 
personality rather than its fixity, inviting readers to discover this by living in the 
minds of her characters.
59
 The humour in Between the Acts is praised, as well as 
Woolf’s comic spirit, with no focus on Woolf’s suicide.60 A review of Bennett’s book 
claimed that the best criticism of Virginia Woolf had been written by women because, 
more than any other novelist, Woolf reflected feminine modes of thought as the 
complement of masculine modes. “Mrs Bennett’s penetrating analysis supplements 
Winifred Holtby’s study, the evolution of a new form is traced, much obsessed with 
thoughts of death, humour, and a vision of life unique to Virginia Woolf.”61 A second 
more blatant review ascribed to Bennett a feminine quality in the criticism, an ability 
to listen quietly and intently to what the author is saying without insisting on placing 
the utterances in relation to too many modern tendencies, as Woolf’s novels have “no 
explicit philosophy.”62 A certain critical approach to Woolf’s work and legacy had 
clearly settled into place, involving praise within the drawing of clear limits. 
Bennett’s book, like Newton’s, functioned as a teaching guide, repeating an 
orthodoxy that redefined a feminine space far from the militant challenges of A Room 
of One’s Own.  
 
 
Conclusion  
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In this arc of critical change, the work of young Woolf scholars Eddy, Gruber and 
Mass displayed such energetic engagement with Woolf, original insights and bold 
methods when compared with these later studies by Newton and Bennett. Across the 
differences of method, they all shared originality, boldness, youth. Newton liked the 
short fiction, Gruber the political theory and philosophical concepts, Mass the lyrical 
abstraction, new rhythms and mysticism, Eddy the new forms of language and 
sentence structure. Each represented a substantial engagement with Woolf and did not 
hold back from their identity as women encountering a woman writer. All four theses 
defend Woolf against the charge of not creating believable characters, of being a 
fragile aesthete, more a critic than a novelist. They saw her as a political visionary as 
well as a creator, imbued with new philosophical thinking in the novel form, an 
originator.  
 
Here also were vastly different critical methodologies. Eddy used the Chicago/Rickert 
statistical cypher method, while Gruber adopted a rigorous European 
philosophical/political analysis exploring fusions with art, music, painting, 
Bergsonian ideas of time and new science. Mass drew on a combination of Oxbridge 
literary criticism and philosophical analysis with original insights about synaesthesia, 
transcendentalism, abstraction, music, textual detail. Newton wrote a defence of 
Woolf in the post-war world, a positive survey of her writing, including essays and 
short fiction, stressing the invention of new forms in a climate when critical theory 
was becoming more negative about Woolf and modernism. These studies can now be 
placed into a longer trajectory, as missing links in women students’ reception of 
Woolf pre-1970. Eddy’s thesis, the first, showed how Virginia Woolf’s original 
sentences carried the form of her vision in their shaping and structure, followed up 
249 
only now by researchers in digital humanities, and modernist sentence morphology.
63
 
These early women’s theses, each worthy of their subject, now offer new meanings in 
extended patterns of relatedness, new contexts. 
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Conclusion 
 
My thesis has contextualised and historicised the Nuri Mass thesis, establishing its 
provenance as a recovered text and researching the circumstances of its production 
including aspects of the life and context of its writer, the young student Nuri Mass. 
Beginning with a survey of Woolf’s wider critical reception, I have presented research 
on Woolf’s Australian reception, uncovering new material and surveying the field as 
it stood at the time according to both critical reviews and academic responses. In 
establishing the necessary background for the writing of the Mass thesis, I introduced 
material about Mass’s biographical and educational experience prior to and after 
writing her study, focussing on her teachers and mentors both in and beyond the 
University. My reading of her thesis has formed the core of this overall study, and this 
has also permitted some comparisons with other early student research. Collectively, 
this cluster of theses by young women shifts historiographic coordinates that shape 
the existing field of Woolf studies. Through research into the early twentieth century 
Australian context (academic, institutional and cultural), I have identified a pivotal 
transition time in the reception of Woolf’s writing, prior and consequent to her death, 
affected also by war and the Leavisite canon formation.  
 
I have established that Nuri Mass’s unpublished student thesis from 1942 has value 
both for its own research qualities – its specific rigour and applied reading of the body 
of Woolf’s work – and for its timing and serendipity in relation to Woolf’s death, 
effecting the opening up of new archival pathways. A combination of methodologies 
was employed, including the layered materiality of the textual archaeological method, 
as well as reception patterning, biographical and historical research, and fine textual 
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analysis. Drawing on new archival material has illuminated this little studied aspect of 
modernist reception in Australia, indicating gaps in the record, and I have aligned and 
assessed the new material relative to existing scholarship in this field. Research and 
theory in new modernist studies has allowed me to bring Australian archival and 
literary material into relationship with transnational modernist fields, questioning 
previous models of centre-periphery influence with a more nuanced view of the 
intersections of internationalism and nationalism in Australia before and during the 
period of the Second World War. Australia during the period of my thesis was 
changing its relationship to European modernity, through debates about influence and 
exile. The Mass thesis provides a lens into that troubled and exciting time of changing 
consciousness about independence and engagement. A new historiography of early 
readings on Virginia Woolf, expanding the concept of the Grey Canon to include 
student theses in the context of the first reception of Woolf's works, opens up the 
intersection of Australian modernism and international modernism.  
 
The challenges of this study have been contingent on the need to bring together 
material from very disparate sources, times and contexts. My solution to these 
challenges was to shape materials and research avenues around the thesis as object. 
The methodological challenge involved charting the both narrative and textual 
threads, having to confine the biographical material on Mass to its relevance for the 
writing of her Woolf thesis and at the same time working to make Mass, the writer, a 
tangible context for the story. Equally, this work suggests there is room to expand the 
survey of Woolf’s reception in Australia even though such a task has been outside the 
scope of this thesis. Questions of influence on other Australian writers and artists now 
awaits further research, particularly focussing on the influence on women artists and 
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writers, with new material and focus in Woolf scholarship and comparative reception 
studies with other countries. Other areas for future research include the thread of a 
New Historiography, using early student work of value as context for educational 
changes and critical patterns of reception. Future lines of research might also include 
a biographical study of Nuri Mass herself, with attention to her part in developing 
Australian children’s literature, and in establishing a printing press and publishing 
company. Were the Mass thesis digitally available, if annotated and published, it 
could be a research or teaching resource.  
  
The discovery of documents not previously studied augments the significance and 
resonance of my study of Nuri Mass’s thesis. In the Australian context this has 
included (as well as the Mass thesis itself) the Nettie Palmer essays on Woolf, the 
Margot Hentze booklet, the Southerly intervention by Leonard Woolf, his first 
reference to Woolf’s private Diary material, and his letters to Mass. The discovery of 
the thesis on Woolf by Elizabeth McKee Eddy was equally valuable, and not 
previously known in the Woolf scholarly canon.  
 
The deeper result of my research has been uncovering and valuing documents not 
previously visible or available, and introducing a set of materials that intersect to 
produce new possibilities. With student dissertations now easier to access online, a 
widening field of speculative research comes into focus and a new methodology. To 
some extent, Nuri Mass and others such as Ruth Gruber are precursors of a new area. 
Student manuscripts, and their contexts in the 1930s or at other periods, allow a study 
of changing teaching methods, lives and politics of careers that hang in the balance, 
particularly for women. Despite Leonard Woolf’s interest in Mass, her work failed to 
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see the light of day – signalling lost opportunities. The recovery of the thesis now, 
prompting encounter with a young voice, and exposure to its tone, intellectual freight 
and emotional texture, is valuable in its own right. Insight into the responses of a 
young thinker and reader not yet constrained by a field in which views have hardened 
into predictable contours also brings value. In a period of transition, in a space that 
afforded speculative freedom, a young woman was allowed to roam across the new 
challenges of modernist writing and ideas. These things make my study in its turn an 
encounter with modernism itself. An elusive moment is pictured, a confluence of 
personal, gendered and critical themes resulting in what is at once a lost text and a 
new opportunity. Nuri Mass, as both the text’s source and the narrative’s subject, 
performs a singular act of reading, rigorous and defined by her education but also a 
direct genuine encounter with Virginia Woolf’s writing, rewarding biographical, 
narrative and critical textual methods. The recovery of her work can now be part of a 
new period. 
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A.  References from 1942 Mass thesis 
B   Nuri Mass Thesis: Internal Sub Headings through the text 
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D   Elizabeth McKee Eddy: Reading List 
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G   Dissertations on Virginia Woolf: 1930 to 1965 (listed by Thomas Jackson Rice 
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H   Early Theses on Woolf  – 1930-1952 (not included in Rice)  
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A.  REFERENCES – 1942 MASS THESIS      IN THE STYLE WRITTEN 
The following page-references, when concerning books by Mrs. Woolf, apply to the 
editions of those books as under stated: 
“The Voyage Out” : Standard Edition   (1933) 
“Night and Day” :        “            “    (1930) 
“Jacob’s Room” :        “            “    (1935) 
“Mrs. Dalloway” : Modern Library Edition 
“To the Lighthouse” : Everyman Library Edition 
“Orlando”  : Standard Edition   (1933) 
“The Waves”  :        “             “    (1931) 
“The Years”  :        “             “    (1937) 
“Between the Acts” :        “             “    (1941) 
“Kew Gardens” : Limited Illustrated Edition  (1927) 
“The Common Reader”: Pelican Edition 
“Mr. Bennett and Mrs. Brown”:      Hogarth Pamphlets   (1924) 
“A Letter to a Young Poet”      :      Hogarth Letters, No.8  (1932) 
“Walter Sickert: a Conversation” :   Hogarth Pamphlets  (1934) 
 
Mrs. Woolf’s various essays, etc., occur in periodicals as under stated, and the page-
references for these apply to their positions in those periodicals: 
 
“How I Should Read a Book”  :     “The Yale Review” vol.16, Oct.1926 
“Street Haunting: A London Adventure”:     “      “         “  vol.17, Oct.1927 
“Augustine Birrell”   : “      “         “  vol.19, Jun. 1930 
“Aurora Leigh”   : “      “         “  vol.20, Jun. 1931 
“The Sun and the Fish”  :     “The New Republic”  vol.53, Feb.8 1928 
“Pictures”    : “      “          “          vol.42, May13 
1925 
“The Movies and Reality”  : “      “          “          vol.47, Aug.4 
1926 
“George Gissing”   :           “      “          “          vol.50, Mar.2 
1927 
“The Novels of E.M.Forster”  :     “The Atlantic Monthly” vol.140, Nov.1927 
“Women Must Weep”  : “        “             “    vol.161,  
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       May-Jun.1938 
“The Art of Biography”  : “        “            “ vol.163, Apr. 1939 
“Phases of Fiction”   :     “The Bookman”  vol.69,  
       Apr-Jun. 1929 
“Women and Fiction”   :     “Forum”   vol.81,  Mar. 1929 
“Illness – an Unexploited Mine” : “   vol.75,  Apr. 1926 
“The New Dress”   : “   vol.77,  May 1927 
“Slater’s Pins Have No Points” : “   vol.79,   Jan. 1928 
 
B.  Nuri Mass Thesis: Internal Sub Headings through the text. 
 “PART I – HER PHILOSOPHY” has a series of  headings and further sub-
headings as follows : THE SEARCH FOR TRUTH (3-33) Anguish and Mysteries, 
Appearance and Reality, The Sense of Unity-The Vision, Search for Happiness, Her 
Atheism, Hatred of Coercion, False Human Ties and Behaviour, Other Falsities, Her 
Frankness, Her Restraint, Frankness in Human Passion. HUMANITY (33-54) Human 
Complexities, Incommunicability, Human Cruelties, Reasons for Incommunicability, 
Humanity-Not People, The Instinct To Merge, The Immortality of Man, The Body. 
THE SEXES (54-70) Oneness, Man’s Dependence, Sexual Differences, Privacies and 
Enmities, “Ceremonies”, Mutual Demands, “Lovers.” HER CONCEPT OF TIME 
(70-79) Change, Suspended Moments, Fixed Attitudes, The World’s Memory, Time’s 
Unity, Clocks. OTHER ASPECTS (79-117) Intensity, Moods, The Sub- or Super-
Consciousness, Her Intellectualism and Poetry, Her Zest for Life, Her Love of 
Adventure, Her Sea-Consciousness, Attitude Towards Nature, Her Limited 
Experience, Women’s Suffrage and Her Feminism, Feminism II- Women and 
Literature, Feminism III- Non Agression.  
   “PART II – HER ART : PROSE, and a POET’S VISION”  has the following 
sections: MIND-PROCESSES (118-137) Pattern and “Facts,” The Fallacy of “Facts,” 
The World of Silence, Effects of Form, Effects on Rendering of Information. 
PATTERN VERSUS PLOT (137-148) Falsity of “Plot,” Unity, Lack of 
“Excitement,” Artistic Restraint, and “Realism.”  THE NATURE OF HER 
PERCEPTION (148-168) Proportion, “Cinema Technique, Microscopic Vision, 
Generals and Particulars, Her Materialising of Thought, Synaesthesia, The Visual 
Sense, Symbolism, Descriptive Power, Her Pictorial Sense. THE EVOLUTION OF 
HER FORM (168-194) Rhythm, The Poet’s Metaphors, Her Feeling For Language, 
Her Imagery, Her Attitude toward Experiment and Tradition, The Sentence. 
CHARACTERISATION (194-213) External Details, “Spiritual Presentation, Types 
and Generalisations, Distinctions, Her Methods, Her Attitude. HER CONCEPT OF 
ART ( 213-219) Art for Art’s Sake-Objectivity, Her Satire and Humour. 
   “PART III – HER NOVELS”  covers all the novels chronologically, with sub-
sections and a more irregular use of categories.   
THE VOYAGE OUT (220-245) Date of Composition, Spirit of Defiance, The Title, 
Rachel, Rachel’s Death, Interest in People, Strife and balance, Characters and 
Characterisation. SIGNS OF IMMATURITY. I. Information. II Premonitions. III 
Dialogue. IV Author’s Omnipresence. V Rate of Movement. VI Setting, The Plot, 
Restraint.   
NIGHT AND DAY (256-295) Style and Meaning, Date of Composition, Tone, 
“Class.” INFIRMITIES OF THE PLOT,  I- Complications and Intrigues, II- Strained 
Credibility; Element of Chance, III- Forced Motivation; Routed Psychology; 
Contrivances, IV- The Author’s Impatience. Bad Construction,  Traditionalism, 
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“Gadgets,” The Characters, “External” Details and Treatment, Fine Psychology, Good 
Character- Descriptions, Weaknesses in Characterisation, The Imagery, The prose, 
The Total Concept. 
JACOB’ ROOM (295-336) “Cinema” Technique. PLURALITY OF VIEWPOINT, 
Digressions, Generals and Particulars, Vignettes, Rate of Movement, “Suggestion.” 
CHARACTERISATION, I- Jacob, II- The Other Characters, Method of Exposition. 
THE AUTHOR’S PRESENCE, Informality, Imagery, Symbolism, Note of Prophecy, 
Echoes. TONE, Restraint, The Author’s Attitude. THE MEANING OF THE BOOK, 
It’s Title.  
MRS. DALLOWAY (336-363) Unities, Time, The Substance of the Book, Rate of 
Movement, Simultaneity, Nature of the Narrative Stream, Influence of the War, Sense 
of Balance, Characterisation, Clarissa, Clarissa and Septimus. THE PHENOMENON, 
“Mrs Dalloway.” 
TO THE LIGHTHOUSE (363-393) Symbols. THOUGHT, Content, Intensity, Moods, 
Human Relationships – and Silence, Unity. TIME, Suspensions, Characterisations, 
“Poetic” Elements, “Time Passes,” “The Lighthouse.” 
ORLANDO (393-420) The “Story,” The Allegory, Man-Woman, “Orlando” as a 
Biography, History and Nature, Appropriate Style, Anachronisms, Remoteness, 
Festive Mood- and Pace, Fantasy, Humour. ORIGINALITY, Satire, Time and 
Personality.  
THE WAVES (420-458) The Theme, The Self and the Universe, Communication, 
Constituent Elements. THE CHARACTERS, Maladjustment - Enmity, Their Identity 
and General Nature, Stages of Growth, The “Preludes,” Symbolism, The Title, The 
Imagery, “Poetic” Exposition, Its Uniqueness.  
THE YEARS (458-482) Passing Times, The Signs of the Times, “Internal” and 
“External” Treatment, Uniformity, Lack of Unity, Difficulties of Communication, 
Descriptions, The “Beauty” of the Book. 
BETWEEN THE ACTS (483-516) The Theme, Sensitivity of Characters. GENERAL 
TONE, Misery, Time Sense, The Characters, Penetrating Observation, Method of 
Approach, The Atmosphere, Prose-Rhythm, Technical Weaknesses. THE PAGEANT, 
Its Meaning, The Vision, The Title. 
    There is a short CONCLUSION, followed by References (516-534)  
 
 
C.  Nuri Mass's Student Enrolment Details 
Nuri Heather Celeste Mass (born 28.10.1918)  
Attended Sydney GHS, Leaving Cert 1936. Results, First Class Honours in English, 
2nd class Hons in Modern History and Botany, plus passes in Latin, French and 
Maths 1.    
Enrolled in Faculty of Arts, University of Sydney in 1937,  
English 1-D, British History 1,Psych 1, Botany 1-D. 
1938. English 2-HD, Hist 2, Psych 2. 
1939 English 3-Hons Class 1. European History1, Education. 
Enrolled 1940 MA in English.   
1942 English MA. Hons Class 1, University Medal.  
(Archives of the Univ of Sydney, Fisher Library, 6x4 Enrolment Card)  
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Virginia Woolf, The Voyage Out   (New York : Harcourt Brace and Co., 1920) 
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Virginia Woolf, Jacob’s Room  (New York : Harcourt Brace and Co., 1923)  
Virginia Woolf, Mrs Dalloway  (New York : Harcourt Brace and Co., 1925) 
Virginia Woolf, To The Lighthouse  (New York : Harcourt Brace and Co., 1927) 
Virginia Woolf, Monday or Tuesday  (New York: Harcourt Brace and Co., 1921) 
Virginia Woolf, Mr.Bennett and Mrs.  Brown (London: The Hogarth Press, 1924) 
Virginia Woolf, The Common Reader  (New York : Harcourt, Brace and Co., 1925) 
Virginia Woolf, “Phases of Fiction,”  The Bookman, LXIX (1929) 
E.M. Forster, The Novels of Virginia Woolf,  The Yale Review, XV (1926) 
Edith Rickert, New Methods for the Study of Literature  (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 1927) 
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The Voyage Out, London, Hogarth Press, 1929 first pub 1915. 
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Princeton University, Braunschweig 1922. 
Eliot. T.S. “The Lovesong of J. Alfred Prufrock” in An Anthology of American 
Poetry. New York, The Modern Library, 1929. 
Fielding,Henry. The History of Tom Jones, a Foundling. ed by George Saintbury, 
London, Dent, 1910. 
Freud, Sigmund. Vorlesungen zur Einfuhrung in die Psychoanalyse. Wien, 
Internationaler Psychoanalytischer Verlag, 1930, Kleinoktav-Ausgabe. 
Gibbon, Edward.  The Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire. Oxford University 
Press, 1914. 
Greene, Robert. The History of Orlando Furioso. London, Routledge, Warne, and 
Routledge, 1861. 
Joyce, James. Ulysses. Paris, Shakespeare, 1926. 
Lawrence.D.H. Lady Chatterley’s Lover. Florence, privately printed 1929. 
Milton, John. Poetical Works. Ed by William Aldis Wright, Cambridge University 
Press, 1903. 
Proust, Marcel. A La Recherche du temps Perdu. Paris, Librairie Gallimard, 1920. 
Wordsworth, William. Wordsworth’s Literary Criticism, ed. By Nowell C. Smith, 
London, Oxford Univ. Press, 1925. 
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Badenhausen, Ingeborg. Die Sprache Virginia Woolf. Marburg 1932, a doctorate 
dissertation limited almost solely to the accidents of grammar. 
Fehr, Bernhard. Englische Pross von 1880 bis zur Gegenwart. Leipzig, Tauchnitz, 
1927. 
Forster.E.M. Aspects of the Novel. New York, Harcourt, Brace and Co., 1927. 
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307 
1964  Nguyen van Chau, "Virginia Woolf et le temps," Univ of Paris 1964. In French 
1964  Serena Sue Hilsinger, "Insubstantial Pageant: A Reading of Virginia Woolf's 
Novels." Univ of Connecticut 1964 
1964  Herbert Marder, "The Androgynous Mind: Feminism in the Works of Virginia 
Woolf." Columbia Univ 1964 
1965  M L Raina, "The Use of the Symbol by English Novelists, 1900-1930, With 
Particular Reference to E M Forster, D H Lawrence, and Virginia Woolf." Univ of 
Manchester 1965  
1968  Robin Majumdar, "The Critical Reception of Virginia Woolf's Novels, 1915-
1960." Univ of London, Queen Mary College 1968 
1969  Janice L Wilson, "'A House That Fits Us All': Search for Form in Jacob's 
Room, Orlando and The Waves." Univ of California Berkeley 
  
H.  Early Theses on Woolf - not included in Rice  ( does not yet include UK) 
1930 Elizabeth McKee Eddy. MA University of Chicago. 104 pages. AAT TM 15453 
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1934 thesis in German by Eva Weidner : 
 "Impressionismus und Expressionismus in den Romanen Virginia Woolfs." a PhD 
dissertation, entitled without umlauts: "Inaugural-Dissertation zur Erlangung der 
Doktorwurde der Philosophischen Fakultat der Ernst-Moritz-Arndt-Universitat 
Griefswald," 
Presented for doctorate at the University of Griefswald. (115 pages) 1934 
Two initial chapters, one on impressionism and expressionism and one on Woolf's 
language (rhythms, grammatical matters, metaphors). Then Chs. 3-9 are on her 
novels, first on VO and ND, then a ch. on her experimentation, then one each on JR, 
MD, TTL, O, and TW, then a conclusion. BTA is not covered of course. There is also 
a bibiography of Woolf's works as well as works on impressionism and expressionism 
and relevant philosophy (e.g. Bergson). Most are in German, although there are some 
English reviews of individual novels, books on the novel (Percy Lubbock, Edwin 
Muir, J. Middleton Murry e.g.), books on Woolf (Winifred Holtby and Floris 
DeLattre). Ruth Gruber’s thesis is not included. 
Purchased by Woolf Archive at Washington State University. e-mail Trevor Bond 
(tjbond@wsu.edu) for photocopies or scans of p. 115 "Lebenslauf" (a short biography 
of the author) and the table of contents.(Email info from Prof Dianne Gillespie, 8 
October 2009, Gillespie@pullman.com) 
